VOLUME I 


History of Ethics 


| BY VERNON J. BOURKE 


reste 


| 

A f 

| IMAGE BOOKS 
| A Division of Doubleday & Company, Inc. 

| NR OE ac ace ie nees 


i Fx. IS Gard 
© QR 9A,906;5: 


8 
‘ 
: 


; Image Books edition 1970 
by special arrangement with Doubleday & Company, Inc. 
Image Books edition published February 1970 


Copyright © 1968 by Vernon J. Bourke 
: _ All Rights Reserved 
Printed in the United States of America 


he aa 


2 
g 
é 
z 


RUE won cewaset 


4 
Q 
: 
gy 
g 
g 
x 
S 
¥ 


Contents Volume I 


Introduction 


PART ONE: GRAECO-ROMAN THEORIES 


I. Early Greek Eudaimonism 
II. Teleological Eudaimonism: Aristotle 


jII. Hellenistic Ethics: Stoic, Epicurean, and 


Neoplatonic 


PART TWO: PATRISTIC AND MEDIEVAL 
THEORIES 


IV. Patristic and Early Medieval Ethics 
V. Medieval Jewish and Moslem Ethics 
VI. Right Reason Theories 


PART THREE: EARLY MODERN ETHICS: 


1450-1750 
VII. Humanist Ethics in the Renaissance 
VIII. British Egoism and Its Reactions 
IX. Rationalistic Ethics on the Continent 
Notes 


Bibliography 


33 


47 


RESALES iia ae ON dire neem ROCRSCERSCARNRECHRI ae mace, 


Hera rausiaiitiatt Sais eateries 


PEERS SIL ne eee REA oS eh SSS 


EISLER SERIE RRR CONE ONTOS 


Introduction 


The present history attempts to provide an account of the 
ethical theories of Western philosophers from the begin- 
nings, five hundred years before Christ, to the present. 
All the writers on ethics that I know to have any impor- 
tance are included, with the exception of strictly con- 
temporary ethicians. There are simply too many of 
them for one volume, so key members of different con- 
temporary schools have been selected. Such broad scope 
means that lengthy expositions of the individual views of 
these thinkers cannot be given. However, I have tried to 
emphasize the key contributions of each thinker, in the 
field of ethics only. In cases where the ethical theory de- 
pends rather directly on a writer’s epistemology, psychol- 
ogy, metaphysics, or other such position, this speculative 
background is sketched briefly. 

This is not a “critical” history; that is to say, I have not 
attempted to offer my own evaluations of the theories 
covered. My intention has been to give an open and fair- 
minded presentation to each type of ethics. There are 
some that I like better than others but my preferences 
are not permitted consciously to intrude. In teaching 
courses on all periods of the history of philosophy for al- 
most forty years, first at the University of Toronto and 
later at St. Louis University, I have come to feel that the 
best criticism is found in philosophy’s own story. Some- 
times earlier thinkers are neglected, or unfairly appraised, 
in subsequent centuries, but good thoughts have a way of 
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rising to the surface and eventually making themselves 
evident again, 

Ancient and medieval ethical theory centers on the 
problem of how man in general is to achieve well-being. 
Before the Renaissance it was generally assumed that all 
men are by nature ordered toward the attainment of one 
ultimate end. In different writers this over-all goal is de- 
scribed diversely but the orientation of all premodern 
ethical thought is teleological. This means that the focal 
point of nearly all the ethics covered in the first two parts 
of this history is the question: How may man best live 
and act, so that he will reach his final objective as a man? 


On the other hand, modern and contemporary ethical. 


theories focus on the problem of practical judgment: How 
can one explain and justify “oughtness” in human ex- 
perience? This contrast between the older and the modem 
viewpoints is a matter of different emphases and not an 
absolute shift in the meaning of ethics. The ancient or 
medieval thinker was, of course, aware of the importance 
of moral obligation and judgment; he was certainly not 
unacquainted with the importance of the “ought-to-be- 
done.” Similarly, although they do not stress ultimate ends 
and final causes, nearly all modern ethicians recognize that 
the results of human actions and attitudes are implied in 
the awareness of every ought. 

Thus, from the time of the first Greek philosophers, 
ethics has had but one meaning: it is the reflective study 
of what is good or bad in that part of human conduct for 
which man has some personal responsibility. The variety 
of meanings given to “good or bad” (or other evaluative 
terms) in this moral context is what makes the diversities 
of position in the history of ethics. Religious moralities 
with no reflective or theoretical base are not included in 
this history, unless they have had some important influ- 
ence on ethical thinking. 

Always a problem in a work such as this is terminology. 
I have tried to avoid jargon peculiar to but one minor 


10 


aS OND NRA cca deme osraiusenisniopnid ERE aries crea SaeepneasvOnlO BERSR ARR eee es A ER HSIN RTE EI ae eNO meat 


INTRODUCTION 


thinker or one narrow school but where specialized 
terms occur they are explained. Often it has been con- 
venient to use the classifications developed by Thomas E, 
Hill in his excellent book Contemporary Ethical Theories. 
There, six self-explanatory categories are used: ethical 
theories may be skeptical, approbative, process, psycho- 
jogical value, metaphysical, or intuitive, in their haar 
These classifications cover most of the possibilities oO 
variation in the field. Incidentally, English writers have 
not been able to agree on what to call a person who works 
at ethics: I usually write “ethician” but have no objection 
to “ethicist.” “Moral philosopher” is an older term and I 


ee . 4 ” 
-use it as equivalent to ethician. The name ‘moralist, 


however, has a different meaning: it suggests one who 
moralizes, rather than a person interested in the theory 
cs, 
* ae as geographical scope is concerned, no effort is 
made here to treat Oriental ethics; not that it is unim- 
portant, but its study requires a background and linguistic 
equipment that are not mine. Most theories presented in 
this history have some direct relation to, or impact on, 
the cultural development of Western man. Perhaps they 
will not tell us clearly what is the best way to live, or even 
what is an unassailable ground for moral judgment, but 
they do provide a wide variety of important suggestions 
as to how we might think on these human problems. 


11 


Part One 


Graeco-Roman Theories 
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CHAPTER I 


Early Greek Eudaimonism 


The first Greek philosophers were not primarily interested 
in ethics but in speculation concerning the constitution 
of the physical universe. However, some of the predeces- 
sors of Socrates made fragmentary contributions to moral 
theory. Among the first were the Pythagoreans, who were 
organized into a religious brotherhood during the sixth 
century B.c. and continued as a school of practical philoso- 
phy into the first centuries of the Christian era. Their 
founder was Pythagoras of Samos (fl. 530 3.c.), who re- 
mains an obscure figure, despite biographical sketches by 
Iamblichus, Porphyry, and Diogenes Laértius, It is impos- 
sible to distinguish his personal views from the ethical 
thinking of his immediate followers, because our only 
sources of information are fragmentary quotations and 
summaries found in much later Greek writings.1 
Mathematics and music were central studies in Pythago- 
rean schools, That numbers and harmonious proportions 
constitute all reality was the basie conviction of the Py- 
thagoreans. They saw the human soul as the life spirit 
which endures after the death of its first body and may 
take up its abode subsequently in another human or ani- 
mal body. This theory of metempsychosis, or transmigra- 
tion of souls, is ethically significant since it provides for 
the rewarding of good action and the punishment of evil 
in these subsequent reincarnations.? Possibly the most 
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important Pythagorean contribution to ethics stemmed 
from their study of mathematical means, Mathematically, 
the “mean” was a function midway between two extremes, 
combining and harmonizing the best features of each. In 
practice, the Pythagoreans used the idea of the mean to 
locate good health as a medium condition between excess 
and defect in temperature, in the amount of liquid in the 
body, in the taking of exercise, and so on. It was but logi- 
cal for the Pythagoreans to think of good moral behavior 
as a mean between extremes. When Aristotle later devel- 
oped his sophisticated theory of moral virtue as a golden 
taean between extremes of vice, he gave full credit for the 
basic idea to the Pythagoreans,* 

The Pythagoreans also developed a theory of opposites 
in which the “limiting” and the “non-limiting” were the 
chief pair. They understood limit as a definite and meas- 
urable characteristic of anything, and the non-limited as 
that which defied attempts at definition and measure- 
ment. Their standard geometrical example of the latter 
was, of course, the diagonal of any rectangle: it is impos- 
sible to express its length simply in terms of the sides. 
The diagonal is then a surd, an irrational number. False- 
hood and envy are thus identified by the Pythagoreans 
with the non-limited and irrational This is the begin- 
ning of one very important approach to ethical problems, 
the view that good means what is rational and intelligible. 
Thus, in the fourth century B.c., a later Pythagorean, 
Archytas of Tarentum, first enunciated the principle of 
“right reasoning” as the key to good behavior: “Right 
Reckoning, when discovered, checks civil strife and in- 
creases concord . . . (it is) the standard and deterrent of 
wrong doers.”® It is quite possible that Aristotelian and 
medieval theories of right reason (recta ratio) as the norm 
of ethical judgment are directly indebted to Pythagorean 
intellectualism. The classic Greek respect for the life of 


reason (logos) is already evident in the early Pythagorean 
teachings. 
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Contemporary with the early Cig cur inate 
members of that school were certain ee 4 s 
phers who made minor contributions to mora ae ae 
Heraclitus, Democritus, and Anaxagoras. ne first 0 ; - 
Heraclitus of Ephesus (fl. 500 B.C.) is best guile ariel 
cosmological teaching that all things are in se an ee 
or change. Actually, many Heraclitean fragmen ' oy s 
that there is an ever present rational ees ‘ ogo — 
this process.® Heraclitus had the pee Fa os 
principle of regularity in natural processes but he ies ie 
well aware of the importance of law eine i 
political sense. Associated with his respect for law ca 
order is Heraclitus’ view that the strife between epee : 
(such as love and hate) is to be resolved accor¢ a ae 
measure (metron). The Heraclitean measure is is ee 
meaning to the Pythagorean mean. Some ae : ae 
of Heraclitus suggest that pe moral views are of p 

i nee in his teaching. 

ig eee of Abdera (fl. 420 3.c.) we cee ae 
appearance of one of the key themes in a et a 
euddimonia as the condition of man’s — re 
mocritus’ ethical treatise lg ees Lapeer 

e have reports on it im Seneca | ‘ 
Tk usually sear, : a Seana ary eee 
itus in fact stressed the soul as the 

eerhene Hs concept of eudaimonia includes is = 
notion of “good existence” (eu-esto) and “goo as i 
(eu—thumié) Indeed, his emphasis on serenity o : e : 
or undismay (athambié) is now regarded as ole eae 
tion of the: Epicurean condition of ataraxta, a ae 
attitude of the moral sage. One fragment reads - as 
maxim: “Medical science heals diseases of the os oe 
wisdom tids soul of passions.”1° Quite evident in ae 
ritus is the recognition that virtue consists m mo 

i in measured activity. we 

eae it philosopher to teach his subject in rpg sa 
Anaxagoras of Clazomenae (500-428 8.c.). He ha 
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a Hes teaching but he did introduce the notion 
nd or Intelligence (nous) into Greek philosophical 


ne and is mixed with no thing, but is alone 
: mistotle gave Anaxagoras credit for the sober. 


es of human conduct and world order 
eechey ee ee fourth century B.c., the Sophists 
n ill-defined group of Greek ¢ her 
name meant “wise man” but Agi aera me 
vise stotle claimed that “ 
eae ie Ses a the semblance of wisdom without ie 
Baty,  sophist is one who makes Money f 
igi but unreal wisdom,”13 Plato liked thea nee 
arene the Sophist “a paid hunter after wealth and 
er - ; ale Was not really a school of philosophy. 
ari at (3) ees for money, (2) taught mostly 
subjects, and (3) were inclined toward <lkornr 
cism, subjectivism, and practical relativism ici at 


in the gods: “As to the 
: gods, I have no means of know} 
Man that they exist or that they do not exist,15 Picbe 
Sais ‘. oe position on ethical jaloinente 
q lalogue Protagoras depicts hi 
ete s dep im, at the start, as 
crates’ professed skeptici i 
that virtue can be taugh oe 
¢ t. At the end of i 
eeeiapatecy g nd of the dialogue 
; Isputants have reversed iti . 
> positions and - 
ua is denying that virtue is teachable 16 i 
totagoras’ most famous teaching was that man is the 
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measure of all things.17 Whatever this means preciscly, 
it is the first noteworthy assertion of the philosophy of 
humanism. Some interpreters think that Protagoras under- 
stood “man” in terms of the species and was simply saying 
that we are bound to view reality and action from the 
standpoint of humanity. Such an interpretation would 
closely align him with the common Greek respect for the 
judgment of rational beings. In fact, Protagoras did advo- 
cate the practical virtue of good judgment.*® On the other 
hand, it is more probable that Protagoras meant that each 
individual man is the sole judge of what is true or right 
for himself, This is the interpretation suffered by Sextus 
Empiricus: “he posits only what appears to each individ- 
ual, and thus he introduces relativity.”1® In the sphere of 
ethics this would imply that there are no fixed laws, rules, 
or judgments—and that in the final analysis all opinions are 
equally valid. As Aristotle says in discussing the teaching 
of Protagoras: “If, then, reality is such as the view in ques- 
tion supposes, all will be right in their beliefs.”2° This, 
of course, appears to Aristotle to offend the principle of 
non-contradiction and would be equivalent to the state- 
ment that there can be no scientific knowledge of ethics. 
Of the other Sophists, Thrasymachus of Chalcedon 
(fifth century 3.c.) is alleged to have taught that “might 
is right.” In the first book of his Republic Plato introduces 
“Thrasymachus” as a character who claims that “just or 


: tight means nothing but what is to the interest of the 


stronger party.”24 Later, Plato (without mentioning 
Thrasymachus) suggests that this teaching is the conclu- 


. sion of an attack on a natural-law approach to justice: the 
. Sophists say “that the honourable is one thing by nature 


and another by law, and that the principles of justice have 


a no existence at all in nature, but that mankind are always 
~>. disputing about them and altering them. . . . They are 
© told by them that the highest right is might. . . 


2709 


Whether this sort of ethical positivism was actually taught 
by the original Thrasymachus is a matter of conjecture. 
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Callicles of Acharnae (late fifth century B.C.) is re- 
ported by Plato? as teaching another version of the 
“might is right” theory, Callicles’ argument is that laws 
are made by the many weak men in order to control and 
restrain the few who are strong. ‘The right and the just 
thus become mere conventions imposed by the popular 
majority. The early Greek poet Pindar is quoted as saying 
that according to “natural justice,” unimpeded by the de- 
vices of popular legislation, might would be right, for the 
stronger would have their way without challenge. Hippias 
of Elis (fifth century B.c.) was still another Sophist who 
emphasized the conventional and artificial character of 
motal law and advocated self-satisfaction as the ethical 
ideal.?4 

Despite the fact that he left no Written works and gave 
no formal teaching, Socrates can well be regarded as the 
founder of ethical studies. In Athens (470-399 B.c.) he 
engaged in informal discussions in public places and pri- 
vate homes. Sometimes he talked with Sophists and older 
scholars but his audience usually consisted of young men 
who were curious about Socrates’ views and amused by 
his professed ignorance and his ability to reveal the pre- 
tensions of their teachers, His thought is now partly known 
through various teports in Xenophon, Aristophanes, and 
Plato, Later classic explanations of Socratic wisdom (from 
Axistotle down to writers in the early Christian period) 
are abundant and divergent. He was and is, however, the 
one man generally admitted to have best personified the 
life of the philosopher, Aristophanes presented him (in 
The Clouds) as a semiludicrous figure, Xenophon (in 

Memorabilia) recorded several Socratic discussions, ad- 
mired his rugged personality, but Possibly simplified his 
profound thoughts. Plato was the one witness who had the 
understanding and literary power to transmit Socrates’ 
wisdom to us. The problem with the Platonic account is 
that it is too rich: Socrates is the chief speaker in most 
of Plato’s dialogues. It is difficult to know where the real 
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Socrates ends and the literary Plato begins to offer his co 
thoughts through the mouth of his spokesman, Socra ah 

Plato’s Apology, Crito, and Phaedo tell the sero story 
of Socrates’ final days, of his trial on trumped-up charges 

i th in prison. ae 

sar act books that present Socrates as an rae 
with teachings on most of the key issues of ee 

ethics. One of the best of these, by Miles Paverey° 
nineteen chapters on a broad variety of aan s 
selections deal with the rational character of ae a sci- 
entific basis of ethics, the soul, man’s highest good, happi- 
ness as the goal of life, rewards and ee ee 
mortality, the future life, human character, ae : 

education, the value of the fine arts, duties to oe go is 
and to other men, duties within one’s city and ae peas 8 
family, the rights and duties of women, and uties to 
friends and to self. There is even a closing aes on 
death. One has the feeling, however, that much 0 es is 
post-Socratic and that an pian of Socrates’ ethical posi- 
i somewhat simpler. 

Pans sore of philosophic discussion used by Socrates 
was characterized by three features: the asking “ ae 
tions, the profession of ignorance, and the a : 
definitions. He may have thought that definitive tee 
edge of man or of courage and the other virtues oe = 
the independent existence of “forms,” such as cam oe 
and courage. If so, then he actually was the ee 7 
the theory of ideal forms and Plato merely took it an 


developed it. Socrates clearly did think that all the moral 


* . « « . ” 
virtues are rooted in practical wisdom. It is evident, os 
said, “that justice and every other virtue is wisdom. 

7 = . ee « 
Most of his reported discussions emphasize the importance 


:. Of self-examination, observation of other worthy men, 


reflection on the meaning of our moral convictions, and 


= moderation in feeling and action, Indeed, as Plato cape 
- fied,27 Socrates personified the two moral imperatives at- 
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tributed to the Delphic oracle: “know thyself” (gndthi 
seauton) and “avoid excess” (méden agan). 

At times Socrates seems to be saying that if one knows 
what is right and good one will do it. This sort of moral 
intellectualism is probably overoptimistic in its view of 
human conduct. Certainly that is what Aristotle thought 
of it: “Socrates in one respect was on the right track, while 
in another he went astray; in thinking that all the virtues 
were forms of practical wisdom he was wrong, but in say- 
ing they implied practical wisdom he was right.”28 

Socratic well-being (eudaimonia) consists in the actual 
doing of what is good. This is a dynamic theory of happi- 
ness and moral success. To do good (eu—prattein) is to 
fare well.2® Socrates avoided offering a formal standard for 
the determination of what is good but insisted that earnest 
discussion and reflection could discover the ideals of 
temperate, just, and courageous living. Kierkegaard was 
not wrong when he said: “Socrates was thus a man whose 
energies were devoted to thinking; but he reduced al! other 
knowledge to indifference in that he infinitely accentuated 
ethical knowledge.”8° 

More than his formal teaching in ethics, the stoxy of 
Socrates’ life has had a tremendous ethical influence. Peo- 
ple have admired and wondered at his reported self- 
control, his reasonableness, his superiority to passing 
fancies and discomforts, his interest im the views and 
pleasures of others, his reputation of being warned against 
evildoing by his familiar spirit (daimon). He is the per- 
sonification of the pagan “sage.” Little wonder that even 
Christians hailed him as “saint” Socrates.81 

Three minor schools of Greek philosophy took over and 
developed diverse aspects of Socrates’ teaching and char- 
acter. The Megarics, founded by Euclid of Megara (fl. 420 
B.c.), were primarily interested in dialectic. They came 
to stress the importance of a clear knowledge of the good. 
Euclid identified the Good with the One, which he also 
recognized under the names of reason, understanding, and 


22 


EARLY GREEK EUDAIMONISM 


the divine22 A century later, another Megarian named 
Stilpo was teaching in Athens that indifference to feeling 
(apatheia) is the special virtue of the good men. Stilpo 
taught Zeno the Stoic who in tum exploited this idea of 
apathy. In another such school, the Elean—Eretrian group, 
Menedemus of Eretria taught that virtue is one with 
knowledge. ; ; 
More important in the history of ethics was the Cynic 
school, named perhaps from the Greek word for dog, be- 
cause of the Cynics’ disdain for conventional behavior. 
The founder, Antisthenes (fifth century B.c.) studied 
under Gorgias the Sophist and knew Socrates. He admired 
the independence and self-sufficiency of Socrates’ personal 
character. The Cynic ideal of virtue thus became simplic- 
ity of living, a renunciation of wealth, pleasure, adorn- 
ment, and ambition. The Cynic paragon was a sort of 
pagan ascetic represented in popular legend by the fourth- 
century Diogenes of Sinope, who was said to have lived in 
a tub. Diogenes was an Athenian beatnik, imitating a dog 
‘a disdain for the amenities of life and the rules and 
customs of polite society. Cynicism became another name 
for vulgarity and at its lowest ebb was a moral skepticism 
as extreme as any to be found in the ancient world. As 
late as the fifth century A.v., Augustine testified that there 
were still Cynics wandering about imitating the behavior 
of Diogenes.3# He even tells the old story that the ancient 
Cynics went so far in imitating the “naturalness” of dogs 
as to copulate openly in public places. Crates of Thebes 
(fourth century B.c.) was a more cultivated Cynic who 
influenced the development of Stoic ethics. Cynicism was 
a negative kind of ethics that stressed a jack of interest 
- in personal and social satisfactions. 
Aristippus of Cyrene (ca. 435-355 s.c.) founded the 
third Socratic school, After studying under Pxotagoras, 
he attended some of the discussions conducted by Socrates 
-in Athens, and on his return to Cyrene, taught there in 
the Cyrenaic school. Aristotle considered Aristippus a 
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Sophist.24 He thought that personal pleasure was the 
thing to aim at in life: any act that tends to secure such 
satisfaction on the sense level would be good. This is the 
first known occurrence of egoistic hedonism in the history 
of ethics. Aristippus seems to have started from the 
Socratic ideal of well-being (eudaimonia) and independ- 
ence of the person (autarkia), eventually concluding that 
personal pleasure is the highest good.®® Later, this theory 
was to be developed by the Epicureans but there is no 
known connection between Aristippus and Epicurus. Little 
more than the names of later Cyrenaics remains: Theo- 
dorus the Atheist (who is said to have identified pleasure 
with mental satisfaction), Hegesias, and Anniceris.°4 

If these three Socratic schools offer only partial ap- 
preciations of the ethical thought of Socrates, there is no 
question that his moral views were given ample develop- 
ment in the next school of ethics, the Platonic. Plato 
(427-347 B.c.) was the first Greek philosopher to write on 
nearly all the problems of philosophy and to leave us al- 
most his entire literary product. With various interrup- 
tions for travel and political activity in Sicily, he taught 
in his school in Athens (the Academy) for about fifty 
years. Around twenty-five authentic dialogues are extant 
plus a number of letters. There is a strong tradition that 
Plato delivered a famous lecture On the Good (Peri 
tagathou) which was recorded by Aristotle when he was 
Plato’s pupil.3? This lecture is not now extant, of course, 
but the final lines of the Eudemian Ethics imply that it 
identified the one and the Good. This would mean that 
Plato was already attempting to identify fullness of being 
(unity) with moral perfection (good) and was thus in- 
augurating a type of self-perfection ethics. It is probable 
that the sixth book of Plato’s Republic offers a closely 
related doctrine. 

As already noted, one group of Platonic dialogues 
(Apology, Crito, Phaedo) deals with the last days of 
Socrates and his thoughts before death. Socrates was not 
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afraid to die: he looked forward to some sort of life after 
death. One of the chief arguments for personal immortal- 
ity of the human soul (psyché) is found in the Phaedo: 
the soul is the principle of life within each man, death 
is the opposite to life, the process of change from one 
opposite to another always entails a return from ome ex- 
treme to the other, thus the soul always reverts from the 
extreme of death to that of life, hence “the souls of the 
dead are in existence and the good souls have a better 
portion than the evil” (Phaedo, 72D). There are several 
such arguments for immortality offered in this dialogue. 
It is likely that they represent something of the actual 
thought of Socrates, as revised by his pupil, Plato. 

Another set of Platonic dialogues present Socrates as 
the dominant speaker and are probably closely related to 
some of the actual discussions that Socrates held in Athens 
and its vicinity. Nearly all of these Socratic dialogues deal 
briefly with the nature of certain virtues, or with definite 
moral problems. In the Ewthyphro, for instance, Socrates 
talks about the virtue of piety (respect for one’s parents 
and country, and the gods), hears a standard definition 
from Euthyphro (“piety is that part of justice which gives 
the gods their due”) and then criticizes this definition as 
a trivial account of man’s dealings with the gods. As in 
most of the dialogues, no positive conclusion is reached, 
no dogmatic teaching is offered, but the discussion raises 
many moral and ethical problems and stimulates the 
setious reader to do some personal thinking. Similar de- 
bates are found in other early Platonic dialogues: Laches 
deals with courage, Charmides with temperance or the 
moderating of sensual desire, Lysis treats friendship, 
Euthydemus covers prudence or practical wisdom. Some 
scholars think that the early books of the Republic (in 
which several definitions of justice are reviewed and 
criticized) date from this first Socratic period and were 
incorporated into the longer dialogue during Plato’s ma- 
turity. 
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More general ethical questions are discussed in later 
dialogues where Socrates is still the main character. We 
have seen that the Protagoras presents the problem of the 
teachability of moral virtue. Socrates argues that, if virtue 
is knowledge and can be taught, then all successful and 
wise men would certainly teach their sons to live as they 
do (Protagoras, 319-326). The discussion turns to the 
problems of whether wisdom, temperance, courage, justice, 
and piety are reducible to one key virtue that could be 
acquited by education. There is some suggestion that a 
theory of the good life would have to pay some attention 
to pleasure and pain and that knowledge is not the only 
factor in moral character. “Socrates” in this dialogue ends 
by arguing that no man voluntarily chooses evil: “to prefer 
evil to good is not in human nature” (Protagoras, 358). 
The implication is that one will always do what one thinks 
good—and that education helps one to make reliable judg- 
ments on what is good. In other dialogues this discussion 
is related to the exploration of the “good life” {in the 
Gorgias) and to the problem of voluntary and involuntary 
exror (in Hippias Minor). 

A group of dialogues extending from the middle of 
Plato’s writing career to his old age provide outlines of 
his personal thinking on the nature and problems of ethics. 
He does not reject the moral intellectualism of Socrates 
but expands it and places it in the context of a developed 
view of reality and of man’s psychic functions. These 
dialogues include the Symposium (on the good and the 
beautiful), the Republic (on justice, both individual and 
social, and on many other matters), the Phaedrus (on love 
and the relation of man’s appetites to treason), the 
Philebus (on pleasures and the good for man), and the 
Statesman (on the division of sciences into practical and 
theoretical, the problems of political rule, the doctrine 
of the mean, the origin of state laws, and the importance 
of reason in all areas of virtue). Finally, the longest and 
apparently the last of Plato’s dialogues is the Laws, which 
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offers a less idealistic and more practical consideration of 
most of the questions that had been raised in the Repub- 
lic, Politics is there (Laws, I, 650B) identified with the 
art of managing the natures and habits of men’s souls—a 
notion that is easily transformed into totalitarianism. 
Many readers think that the Laws reproduce the thought 
“ of an aging, or even senile, Plato, 
so. % Very distinctive in the background of Plato’s ethics is 
“<< his theory of the “parts” of man’s soul. These are not 
- precisely faculties, nor are they mere functions: they are 
“. divisions of psychic reality and activity but certainly not 
‘physical parts. In the Phaedrus (246, 253) he compares 
“| the soul to a pair of winged horses plus a charioteer. One 
‘horse is ill-bred and ignoble, inclined to pursue brutish 
“"+ pleasures: this one symbolizes the appetitive or concupis- 
=. cent part of the soul (to epithumétikon). The other horse 
“ jg well-bred and noble, inclined to soar upward toward 
honor and glory: this is the spirited part (thumos) of 
man’s soul, Obviously, they represent two appetites in 
man, the desire for sensual satisfaction and the aspiration 
for success and fame. The driver of these two horses must 
* know where he is going, love the better things, and assert 
“ his orderly control over his unruly steeds: reason (logos, 
_. to logistikon) is this highest part of man’s soul. Philosophy 
“| is designed to train man’s soul so that all three parts work 
~~ together for happiness (Phaedrus, 254-256). 
The same theory of the tripartite soul is found in the 
~~ Republic (Bk. IV, 431-439). Two levels of psychic activity 
are there distinguished: the rational and the irrational. 
The rational (to logistikon) is that part which reflects 
and acquites knowledge. In the irrational are two parts: 
“= one feels anger, indignation, and the ambition to excel— 
it is the spirited element (thumos); the other part desires 
the pleasures of food, sex, and so on—it is the element of 
desire or appetite (fo epithumétikon). Each part of the 
soul has its special perfection or virtue. The rational part 
is perfected by practical wisdom (phronésis, sophia), 
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Courage or manliness (andreia) develops the spirited part. 
Temperance (sophrosune) is the virtue that moderates de- 
site, especially in the concupiscent part, but it perfects all 
parts of man’s soul. Finally, justice (dikaiosune) as a vir- 
tue of the individual man is that general condition of soul 
in which each part performs its proper function. The just 
man only does what is right in his external actions as a 
citizen of a state—he does the right because his soul is 
internally well-ordered .38 

Plato thought that the wise and just man requires some 
sort of standard, some ideal, on which to pattern his judg- 
ments and his conduct. The theory of intelligible “forms” 
supplies such a criterion. One approach to the ideal forms 
is through the four levels of cognition described in the 
sixth book of the Republic. Two lower ways of knowing 
deal with the world of appearances: the lowest is percep- 
tion of things through images (eikasia), it “takes sensible 
appearances and current moral notions at their face 
value®9; the second level is belief (pistis) in the reality of 
the things perceived by the senses, and also it is belief in 
the right moral opinions without understanding why they 
are right. Two higher modes of cognition have as their 
objects certain intelligible realities that are unchanging in 
character, The objects of understanding (the ideal forms) 
include mathematical items, such as unity and equality; 
and moyal standards, such as perfect justice, goodness, and 
so on. These Platonic forms may be known directly and 
intuitively in themselves; this is the highest level of cog- 
nition, called intelligence (noésis) or knowledge (epis- 
témé). Or they may be known indirectly, through other 
things or acts of knowing, by discursive reasoning, by the 
process of thinking (dianoia).4° It may be observed that 
the Republic definitely illustrates this analysis by refer- 
ence to moral or ethical judgments: some people have 
moral opinions without seeing the grounds or reasons for 
these views; other people clearly understand the basis for 
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their moral convictions. Ethics, for Plato, would consist 
in the second (and highest) kind of cognition. 

The allegory of the cave (Republic, Bk. VIL, 314-521), 
is another device used by Plato to suggest what the ideal 
forms are. Men are described as chained in an under- 
ground cavern where they cau see only the shadows of 
physical objects cast on one wall. In this condition, they 
would think that these shadows are all that can be known 
and ali that can be. If one of these cave dwellers were 
released, he might look at the physical things themselves 
which cause the shadows and think that reality consists in 
such bodies. Further, if he is allowed to come out of the 
cave into the higher world of sunlight, he might be daz- 
zled by the brightness and think that the reflections of 
visible things are the best objects to look at. Eventually, 
he might adapt to the upper world so that he could steal 
brief glances at the sun itself. This higher world sym- 
bolizes the realm of intelligibility, the sun is the “essential 
Form of Goodness.” To live well, with clear understand- 
ing, one must rise to a vision of the idea of the Good.*# 
Many readers see Plato’s form of the good as identical 
with what God would be in a more obviously monotheistic 
philosophy.42 

This is not an easy ethics to grasp; it is far from a crude 
intuitionism, Plato’s ideally educated man would be the 
product of long years of study, particularly of mathematics 
(here Pythagoreanism is an obvious influence), and years 
of training in good habits. The Platonic sage would be an 
elderly, well-balanced character, free from ordinary mun- 
dane concerms, enamored of beauty and good order, per- 
fected in intellect so that he might easily and accurately 
see the principles of good living. This may well be an 


* idealization of the personality of Plato’s teacher, Socrates. 


_ But Platonic ethics is not simply an intellectualism. 
The notion of well-being (eudaimonia) is retained and ex- 
plored in the last books of the Republic. There had been 


= some suggestion at the beginning of the treatise that in- 
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justice, if not detected, might ‘be approvable. This pos- 
sibility is explored in the story of Gyges, which is told in 
the second book of the Republic. A Lydian shepherd 
named Gyges happened to find a gold ring and he put it 
on his finger, At the monthly meeting of the royal shep- 
herds Gyges discovered that whenever he turned the set- 
ting of the ring inside his hand he became invisible to his 
companions, With this magic device Gyges went to the 
royal court, seduced the queen, murdered the king, and 
took over the throne. Plato asks whether even a just man, 
equipped with such a ring that would enable him to es- 
cape all discovery and punishment for his acts, could be 
expected to resist all wrongdoing. He even suggests that 
“people would think him a miserable fool if they found 
him refusing to wrong his neighbours.” This introduces a 
very important consideration into the’ history of ethics: 
whether the moral quality of human conduct is to be de- 
termined solely by the consequences of the action. Re- 
turning to this theme in the ninth book, Plato there argues 
that justice pays, that to live justly is to live profitably. 
He even examines the nature of pleasures and attempts 
a classification of them. His scale of personal satisfactions 
depends on the tripartite analysis of the soul: there are 
pleasures of sensual satisfaction, of competitive achieve- 
ment, and of rational accomplishment. None is essentially 
bad or immoral; yet the pleasure associated with the per- 
fect use of reason is obviously held to be best.43 

Plato’s ethics is fundamentally eudaimonistic. He saw 
the good life for man in terms of the personal attainment 
of well-being; in this condition man’s reason would regue 
late and order all the functions of the irrational appetites. 
The movement within each man toward the ideal person- 
ality is an original version of self-perfection ethics. The 
development of the basic virtues is a personal process, of 
course, and varies from one man to the next, Yet Plato, 
like most of the Greeks, was well aware of the social di- 
mensions of human life and well-being. A good life te- 
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quires association with other persons. Ethics is but a part 
of politics—which deals with how to live well in the state 
(polis). In the fourth book of the Republic the descrip- 
tions of personal kinds of virtue are paralleled by the ac- 
counts of the functions of the three classes of citizens. The 
lowest class is productive and acquisitive: its social virtue 
is temperance. A second class is spirited, competitive, and 
warlike: its distinctive virtue is courage. The highest class 
(the rulers or guardians) is distinguished by its ration- 
ality: its special virtue is practical wisdom. When all three 
classes work well together, the state is marked by the vir- 
tue of justice. In the Laws Plato offers a very detailed and 
less idealistic description of the good society. There are to 
be precisely 5040 households in this state. A council of 
360 members is to be in charge. The guardians of the law 
are to number thirty-seven. Such precisions are based on a 
sort of numerology: the number 5040 is chosen, for in- 
stance, because it has fifty-nine divisors! This dialogue, 
written in Plato’s last years, maintains the parallelism 
between personal moral goodness and political good order 
but it stresses throughout the superiority of political virtue 
over the attainments of the individual. Since state “moral- 
ity’ is identified with the divine good, the Laws offer a 
suggestion of totalitarianism, Even in the Republic Plato 
had taught that the rulers may lie, if it is for the good of 
the state as a whole. This is one of the least attractive 
features of Plato’s social ethics. 

Another dimension in Plato’s ethics involves the aftei- 
life. There is little question that he taught that man’s soul 
is immortal. We have already noticed how the Phaedo of- 
fers dialectical arguments to show that the psyché cannot 
end with physical death. Several other dialogues (Gorgias, 
Symposium, Phaedrus, and Republic) contain myths sug- 
gesting something of the nature of the afterlife of the 
soul.44 The most impressive is the Tale of Er, which is 
told in the last book of the Republic. This man, Ex, is 
pictured as going after death to a place of judgment, from 
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which he eventually returned to earth to tell his story. Ex 
saw many souls of the dead being offered the choice of 
various sorts of lives: they were free to choose what they 
thought best. This choice depended on what each man 
felt the good life should be. Obviously, Plato considered 
it most important to be ready to make this choice: “Each 
of us should lay aside all other learning, to study only how 
he may discover one who can give him the knowledge en- 
abling him to distinguish the good life from the evil.’48 
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Teleological Eudaimonism: Aristotle 


Plato’s emphasis on the good life for the individual man 
is continued and expanded in the ethical thinking of his 
pupil Aristotle. The eudaimonism of Aristotelian ethics, 
however, is teleological: it stresses the purposiveness of 
human nature. For Aristotle the goal of moral activity is 
achieved when man develops his understanding and ap- 
petitive powers so that he can habitually act in accord with 
the moral virtues. His early studies in biology doubtless 
influenced Aristotle’s conception of maturity as an ideal 
stage in the development of any living being. His father 
was a physician named Nicomachus who served as court 
physician to a Macedonian king in the town of Stagira in 
northern Greece, where Aristotle was born in 384 B.c. Af- 
ter studying with his father, he went to Athens at the age 
of eighteen and worked in Plato’s school for about twenty 
years. Aristotle eventually established his own school in 
Athens and taught there from 335 B.c. until shortly before 
his death in 322. 

The philosophic writings of Aristotle are numerous and 
extensive, covering almost all the divisions known to clas- 
sic philosophy: logic, philosophy of nature, psychology, 
metaphysics, ethics, politics, rhetoric, and poetics. Indeed, 
these names and many others that have become traditional 
to philosophy are due in great part to Aristotle. He is 
likewise the originator of much of the terminology that is 
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still used in ethical discussions. Several ethical writings 
are attributed to Aristotle and accounts of his moral phi- 
losophy differ, depending on which treatise is emphasized. 
Three popular treatises stem from his youthful period (ca, 
355 B.C.) and they were ethical in character. The Pro- 
trepticus was an essay in praise of philosophy as a way of 
life, stressing the view that eudaimonia consists in intellec- 
tual contemplation.t In the dialogue Eudemus Aristotle 
discussed the nature, origin, and destiny of the human 
soul in Platonic terms, The contents of another early dia- 
logue, On Justice, are not now known. In fact, we have 
only fragments and indirect reports on these early works. 

Aristotle’s two main works in ethics are the Eudemian 
Ethics and the Nicomachean Ethics. Books IV, V, and VI 
of the Eudemian are identical with V, VI, and VII of the 
Nicomachean Ethics. Although there is still some dispute 
on the matter, most Aristotelian scholars now think that 
Aristotle wrote the Eudemian Ethics in his early period 
and used some of the same material when he compiled 
the Nicomachean Ethics later2 It is possible that the for- 
mer work was a compilation made for or by a person 
named Eudemus and that the latter was dedicated to Aris- 
totle’s father or son, both of whom were named Nico- 
machus. The Nicomachean Ethics is the most complete 
and apparently the most mature, ethical treatise. Most of 
our discussion of Aristotle’s ethics will be based on it, 

A third version of Aristotle’s ethical teaching is printed 
among his works, under the title Magna Mordlia. This has 
but two books (both quite long) and they duplicate ma- 
terial from the Eudemian Ethics and Nicomachean Ethics. 
Tt is generally agreed that the Magna Moralia is a com- 
pilation made after the death of Aristotle and that it adds 
nothing to his thought. The same thing may be said of the 
short treatise On Virtues and Vices, found in the collected 
works of Aristotle. Some of the other authentic works of 
Aristotle (such as the Rhetoric, Politics, De Anima, and 
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Metaphysics) contain passages which throw light on his 
ethical position. 

Before turning to Aristotle’s main ethical teachings, a 
few preliminary observations on his theory of human na- 
ture are in order. As a long-time pupil and assistant 
teacher under Plato, Aristotle was much influenced by 
Platonism. The key role assigned to euddimonia and the 
concept of the regulation of the irrational movements of 
the soul by the rational are two important examples of 
this debt. There are other similarities: the description of 
the moral virtues, the picture of the ideal moral person 
as an Athenian aristocrat, and of course the basically in- 
tellectua! approach to moral life. 

However, Aristotle is also very critical of certain aspects 
of Plato’s thought. Generally speaking, he is less other- 
worldly and more naturalistic than Plato. This is very evi- 
dent in the critique of the theory of ideal forms: Aristotle 
thinks that the world of sensible things is the real world 
and that there is no realm of intelligible entities. Instead 
of “forms” as constituents of another and higher world 
Aristotle speaks of forms as co-principles with matter of 
ali physical substances. Dogs are not such by virtue of a 
Platonic participation in an idea of dogness; rather, each 
dog has the formal and specific nature of dogness within 
him. Such natures are the sources of various activities char- 
acteristic of their species, Trees grow and reproduce but 
do not see; dogs include sense perception and locomotion 
among their activities; men have all of these plus the abil- 
ity to reason. The natures of things are dynamic, that is, 
they are equipped with various powers (dynameis) to act 
and to be acted upon. Such activities are the operations or 
workings of these powers, movements from potency to act. 
Appropriate activities tend to perfect their powers by 
bringing them to the condition of habituation (hexis) 
and, in turn, this process perfects the beings to which the 
powers belong. A dog’s use of his sense and motor powers 
is generally self-perfective and the same may be said about 
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human activity. It is clear that the ethics stemming from 
such a view of dynamic natures is going to be a type of 
naturalistic self-perfectionism. 

The psychology of Aristotle’s De Anima is an applica- 
tion of the foregoing to specifically human functioning, 
The soul (psyché) in man is the principle or source of his 
vital activities: growth, assimilation of food, sexual repro- 
duction, selfmovement, appetition, sensory and intellec- 
tual cognition. Man’s soul is never very clearly described 
by Aristotle; some of his immediate followers thought that 
he understood the psyché as simply the orderly arrange- 
ment (harmonia) of the living body—which would disap- 
pear at death. Other interpreters (especially medieval 
Christians) noted how the third book of De Anima spoke 
of human intelligence as separable, impassible, and un- 
mixed—and when “set free from its present conditions it 
appears as just what it is and nothing more: this alone is 
immortal and eternal” (IH, 5, 430a17-24). Whatever 
Aristotle personally thought about the possibility of im- 
mortality, he made no use of this notion in his ethics: 
the good life that he tried to describe is the life of men on 
earth. Unlike Socrates and Plato, he did not teach anything 
about rewards or punishments in a future life. 

One other feature of Aristotle’s theoretical view of hu- 
man nature is important here. All natures are thought to 
be tendential, inclined toward a certain optimism of ac- 
tivity, end-directed. This is Aristotelian teleology. As a 
biologist, Aristotle thought chiefly in terms of living things 
and he was convinced that they are always tending toward 
a goal or end (telos). Each living thing is born with a set 
of unused and undeveloped potencies: as it moves through 
its life cycle, it inclines toward mature perfection and re- 
production within its kind. This ongoing process includes 
the notion of internal finality; the final cause (purpose) 
of each man’s activities is the continued perfect use of his 
potencies. This end is not some goal outside the man’s own 
nature: it is the condition of “entelechy,” of having 
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reached the full perfection of the telos within the individ- 
val person. Such self-perfection is, of course, not incom- 
patible with the welfare and perfection of the human 
species and of society. 

It is with the foregoing in mind that we should read 
the famous opening sentence of the Nicomachean Ethics: 
“every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action 
and pursuit, is thought to aim at some good; and for this 
reason the good has rightly been declared to be that at 
which all things aim.” Aristotle proceeds to argue that 
some such ends or goods are external products and others 
are immanent activities. It is generally agreed that what 
meu aim at above all else is eudaimonia; this includes the 
notions of living well and doing well. As noted in the 
terminology of Socrates and Plato, the Greek word eu- 
daimonia is often translated as “happiness.” Literally, it 
does mean being in good spirits but Aristotle gives it a 
much more dynamic signification. For him, eudaimonia is 
not a state or possibility of enjoyment or even of well- 
being: it is perfect activity (energeia) performed for its 
own sake. One misses the point of Aristotle’s ethics if he 
does not grasp this claim that immanent action is an end 
in itself. What all men desire, as Aristotle sces it, is not 
some product or consequence of action, nor some con- 
formity of activity with a law or sense of duty, nor even 
some highly rewarding pleasures. Aristotelian eudaimonia 
is (1) that to which all men aspire as a fulfillment, (2) 
a continued and perfect activity, and (3) a whole human 
life embodying this activity in a favorable context of pos- 
sessions and friends.* 

Of course the activity that crowns the successful human 
life must be of a special kind. Many expositions of Aris- 
totelian ethics simply identify it with intellectual contem- 
plation, There is litile doubt that Aristotle did have a 
very high regard for speculative understanding but it is 
hardly eudaimonia in his special sense. Much of the tenth 
book of the Nicomachean Ethics is devoted to the descrip- 
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tion of the really good and successful person. Aristotle 
again emphasizes that human happiness or well-being is 
an activity and not a habitual state (hexis). Then he ar- 
gues that it is an activity of intellectual understanding 
(nous), continuous, pleasant, and sufficient unto itself, 
Suddenly he remarks: “But such a life would be too high 
for man; for it is not insofar as he is man that he will live 
so, but insofar as something divine is present in him,”3 
We should strive, of course, to cultivate this “divine” fac- 
tor and to make ourselves immortal. Regretfully, it would 
seem, Aristotle then proceeds to describe a second-best 
type of good life: this includes various activities in accord 
with virtue. Always central to these virtuous activities, of 
course, is the use of intelligence. 

Aristotle’s insistence on virtue, in the last book of the 
Nicomachean Ethics, is but the climax of his whole argu- 
ment in the treatise. His ethics is not a deontology, al- 
though he recognized the importance of duty (to deon).® 
Nor is his ethics a legalism, although he stressed both natu- 
ral and legal justice. The truth is that the theory of the 
virtues is the key to Aristotle’s ethics. He distinguishes 
three factors within the human soul—emotions (pathé), 
powers (dundmeis), and habitual states (hexeis)—and 
concludes that virtues are good habits.? Vices, of course, 
are bad habits. 

This requires Aristotle to explain how one distinguishes 
between good and bad habits. At times (Nicomachean Eth- 
ics, 1113a25-30) he suggests that we have to depend on 
observing what the “good man,” the pillar of society (to 
spoudaios) approves and tends to, in order to discover 
what is morally good. This theory of the wise or prudent 
man as the measure of morality is reminiscent of later 
theories of ethical intuitionism but Aristotle is far from 
intuitionism in his developed theory, Certainly it is not a 
deductive system, which starts from a certain definition 
of man and reasons to definite rules governing human ac- 
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tivity.8 Nor does Aristotle agree with Plato that the good 
is a unity of which there is one great science or wisdom.? 

The doctrine of the mean (mesotés) plays an important 
role in Aristotle’s study of the moral virtues. As we saw 
in the Pythagorean view, most human affective attitudes 
admit of states or feclings which may be excessive on the 
oue hand or defective on the other, The desire for food, 
for instance, may become habitually too great or too little. 
The habitual state of such desire in excess would be the 
vice of gluttony; similarly, habitual disinterest in eating 
would be a vice of defect. The middle state, or mean, is 
not one precise point midway between extremes; the moral 
mean varies for different persons, in different circum- 
stances. What is moderate for an athlete may be immod- 
erate for a sedentary person. In determining the mean of 
virtue, in the concrete, one uses a capacity for perceptive 
appraisal rather than formal reasoning. 

Aristotle describes in great detail the application of his 
theory of the mean to many states of moral character. 
Many later lists of virtues and vices, in classical, medieval, 
and early modern ethical treatises stem from the Aristote- 
lian descriptions in the second books of both the Nico- 
machean Ethics and the Eudemian Ethics.1° The follow- 
ing table lists the chief moral means with their respective 
extremes of vice: 


EXCESS MEAN DEFECT 
foolhardiness courage cowardice 
licentiousness temperance insensibility 
prodigality liberality ifliberality 
vulgarity magnificence meanness 
vanity highmindedness littlemindedness 
ambition [moderate aspiration] lack of ambition 
irascibility gentleness impassivity 
boastfulness truthfulness mock modesty 
buffoonery wittiness boorishness 
obsequiousness _ friendliness surliness 
bashfuiness modesty shamelessness 
envy righteous indignation _ spite 
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It will be observed that the “means” listed above name 
virtues which have to do with affective states of conscious- 
ness. This is the area of the “passions” in medieval moval 
treatises. It is the field in which the doctrine of the mean 
has its most effective application. Moderation, after all, 
is an obvious ideal in human feelings. Aristotle also uses 
the notion of the mean in treating intellectual virtues and 
especially in discussing the moral virtue of justice. Since 
it deals with transactions between men, justice is the habit 
of voluntarily doing what is good for other people and of 
avoiding acts that are harmful to others (Nicomachean 
Ethics, 1129a1~-1138b12). There are different kinds of jus- 
tice, in Aristotle’s view, and the mean differs in each. First 
of all, there is that ordinary kind of justice which is a 
habitual inclination to act in accord with the recognized 
laws: this is legal justice. It aims at the good of men in 
groups—what will in later Aristotelianism be called the 
“common good” and the public welfare. Legal justice per- 
tams to what is right in most cases and in the ordinary run 
of things, However, there are extraordinary occasions when 
to follow the law slavishly is to be unfair. A special virtue 
is needed enabling one to judge and do what is right in 
exceptional circumstances. It is called equity (epieikeia) 
and is the best kind of justice (Nicomachean Ethics, 
1137b9). The mcan in these types of justice consists in 
voluntary action that preserves a reasonable balance in 
dealing with others. 

Aristotle also considers justice as it relates to the good 
of the individual person (particular justice), and he here 
describes two kinds. One type is a habit of fairness in 
distributions of public advantages (or disadvantages) to 
various individuals, This sort of justice (distributive) rec- 
ognizes pertinent inequalities among persons and en- 
deavoxs to adjust honors and monies that are apportioned 
from the common fund, in such a way that a sort of geo- 
metric proportion is achieved. The mean in such trans- 
actions is a complicated ratio between the value to the 
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community of the person who receives and the value of the 
thing allotted to him. A second type of particular justice 
deals with simple transactions between individual persons 
(sales, loans, promises, deposits, etc.). In such dealings 
the private persons are regarded as equals and the ap- 
propriate type of justice (commutative) looks to an arith- 
metic equality in exchanges. 

The term “voluntary” has been used in the foregoing dis- 
cussion of the mean, Aristotle made an important con- 
tribution to the history of ethics in his analysis of what 
yoluntariness implies. Although the usual English termi- 
nology suggests a close connection with the notion of will 
(voluntas), Aristotle’s language does not. He talks about 
some of man’s actions as being hekousia, that is, with the 
knowledge and approval of the agent. It is such actions 
that are called voluntary in English. Other activities of 
man are performed consciously but with a certain amount 
of repugnance: these Aristotle calls akousia (not coming 
from within the agent, not spontaneous) and we speak 
of them as involuntary. Obviously, involuntary actions may 
be partly voluntary. Still other human activities are quite 
outside his personal control (one type would be those per- 
formed as a result of complete ignorance); these Aristotle 
calls not-voluntary.12 Obviously, moral actions must be 
yoluntary to some extent. Aristotle’s definition of the vol- 
untary as “what is done not under compulsion and not 
through ignorance” is recognized in contemporary ethics 
as a still-valid approach to the determination of moral re- 
sponsibility. 

There is no tendency toward legalism in Aristotle’s eth- 
ics: he does not teach that there is some sort of set of 
moral precepts which all men are bound to obey. Later 
Aristotelians, under influences other than the thought of 
Aristotle, will develop various theories of natural moral 
law. The Nicomachean Ethics has nothing to say about 
natural law, beyond the basic suggestion that there is a 
naturally right way of acting; this is the dikaion of the 
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fifth book. Rather, it is the theory of the virtues that is 
characteristic of Aristotelian ethics. Books II, TV, and V 
of Nicomachean Ethics treat the moral virtues, as we have 
seen. Books VI and VII discuss the intellectual virtues and 
the concept of right reason. 

Five intellectual virtues are studied by Aristotle: all are 
habits of the intellect described in De Anima (430415) as 
capable of becoming all things that are intelligible. Three 
of these habits are theoretical and speculative in character: 
there is a more or less innate habit of intuiting first princi- 
ples; there is an acquired habit of reasoning to demon- 
stratively established judgments; and there is philosophic 
wisdom, the habit of considering the highest objects of 
knowledge by a sort of fusion of intuitive understanding 
with demonstrative reasoning.18 Wisdom in the specula- 
tive order (as directed simply to pure knowing) is treated 
in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, The sixth book of Nicomachean 
Ethics turns to the other aspect of wisdom: when it is a 
habit of considering how to act well and rightly, it be- 
comes practical wisdom, prudence (phronésis). If we 
speak of phronésis as prudence, it must be remembered 
that it does not mean a self-seeking astuteness (as in much 
contemporary usage) but the habit of deliberating and 
judging well about one’s own problems of moral action. 
Unlike moral science, Aristotle’s prudence is not teacha- 
ble; it is a skill which must be acquired, if at all, by per- 
sonal effort. In part, Aristotelian prudence is concerned 
with knowing how to act as a human being—but it is also 
involved in the direction, the rectification, of one’s own 
voluntary activities, In this second sense, prudence governs 
actions and is a moral virtue. 

As a habit of practical understanding, prudence makes 
it possible to reason to judgments that some actions are 
good and others are evil. Aristotle takes it that children 
are. born with certain natural tendencies toward virtuous 
activity: acquired prudence merely develops these inclina- 
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tions so that they become conscious elements in the living 
of a good life.14 

Pleasure is regarded by Aristotle as ‘a sort of satisfac- 
tion attendant upon the perfect use of one’s powers. There 
is a pleasure that accompanies sensory perception and one 
that is associated with the understanding of the most ex- 
cellent objects. These pleasures are not identical with their 
concomitant activities but they are, along with perfection 
of action, constitutive of ideal well-being (eudaimonia). 
It has been argued that Aristotle’s ethics started as a he- 
donism (pleasure being the ultimate good for man) and 
moved toward eudaimonism in its later formulations.16 
There is, indeed, greater stress in the seventh book of the 
Nicomachean Ethics on the ultimate desirability of pleas- 
uze than there is in the tenth book. However, we do not 
know enough about the chronology of these books to found 
any theory of the evolution of Aristotle’s thought on such 
evidence. At best, we can say that he always regarded some 
degree of pleasure as a proper accompaniment for that 
perfection of human activity in which eudaimonia consists. 

The tenth and last book of the Nicomachean Ethics tries 
to restate Aristotle’s notion of the good life. Continued 
intellectual contemplation is the highest activity of man— 
and the most rewarding. Such activity is the use of “the 
most divine element in us.” Yet Aristotle has. some hesi- 
tation in concluding that intellectual speculation is by it- 
self the good life for man; “such a life would be too high 
for man; for it is not insofar as he is man that he will live 
so, but insofar as something divine is present in him.”26 
He then argues that, perhaps, eudaimonia consists in ac- 
tivity in accord with moral virtue, requiring also a certain 
amount of material prosperity, freedom from worries, and 
the consolations of having some good friends. Such a 
“good life” is obviously limited to some favored people and 
is restricted to life on earth. 

In the final lines of the Eudemian Ethics a somewhat 
different emphasis is found. Here we are told that all other 
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goods that we may seek are merely means to enable us to 
advance to the highest good for men. Man’s final felicity 
consists in “serving and contemplating God.”17 Some in- 
terpreters think that this terminating passage is an addi- 
tion by some later scribe, with Christian views on the des- 
tiny of man. 

The successor of Aristotle as head of the Peripatetic 
school was Theophrastus (ca. 375-288 3.c.), a man who 
did some work in ethics. In addition to his Ethical Charac- 
ters, he wrote a treatise On Eudaimonia. Cicero (De fini- 
bus, V, V, 12) is our source for the report that Theo- 
phrastus emphasized the need for good fortune and 
material possessions as constituents of the good life. Some 
historians think that Theophrastus criticized the theologi- 
cal orientation of the ethics of Aristotle.18 Also, a certain 
Andronicus (whether this is Andronicus of Rhodes, first 
century 3.c., is not known) produced a short treatise On 
the Passions which is Aristotelian m spirit. He may also 
have written a treatise on the various “parts” or subdivi- 
sions of the four chief Aristotelian virtues: prudence, tem- 
perance, courage, and justice. The Greek medical doctor 
Claudius Galen (ca. 130-200 Aw.) produced a treatise, 
On Moral Customs, known through an Arabic summary 
of the twelfth century. This treatise was one of the first 
sources of information among Moslem scholars concerning 
certain elements in Aristotle’s ethics.1® During the Mid- 
dle Ages a Latin treatise entitled Liber de Bona Fortuna 
was widely circulated as a source of information on Aris- 
totelian morality. It was a compilation from the Eudemian 
Ethics and the Magna Moralia. 

Greck paraphrases and commentaries on Aristotle’s ethi- 


cal writings were produced at intervals during the first. 


fifteen hundred years of the Christian era. Aspasius (fi. 
125 AD.), the Pseudo-Alexander of Aphrodisias (unknown 
dates), an anonymous commentator (first centuries, a.p:), 
Bishop Eustratios of Nicaea (fl. 1052-1120 A.v.), Michael 
Ephesius (fl. 1070 a.v.), and the Pseudo-Heliodorus (four- 
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teenth to sixteenth century, precise dates unknown) con- 
stitute this group. These men are little read and seem to 
have had but small influence on the history of ethics. 

Latin commentaries on portions of the Nicomachean 
Ethics begin to appear in the twelfth century. In the 
12408, Robert Grosseteste made a complete Latin version 
of the Nicomachean Ethics and wrote Notulae to explain 
it.29 In the ensuing decades of the thirteenth and four- 
teenth centuries many Christian writers (Albert the Great, 
Thomas Aquinas, Siger de Brabant, Giles of Rome, An- 
thony of Parma) produced formal commentaries or series 
of questions dealing with the Nicomachean Ethics. To the 
extent that they modify Aristotelianism, they belong in 
the history of medieval ethics. The influence of Aristotle 
on present-day ethics is evident in some Thomistic works 
and particularly in the thought of W. D. Ross and Henry 
B. Veatch. 
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Hellenistic Ethics: 
Stoic, Epicurean, and Neoplatonic 


The last three centuries before Christ witnessed the de- 
velopment of three different schools of ethics: Stoicism, 
Epicureanism, and Neoplatonism. This Hellenistic period 
actually extended well beyond the time of Christ. The last 
great figure in pagan Greek philosophy, Pxoclus, lived in 
the fifth century of the Christian era, We have, then, eight 
centuries in which there were many students and teachers 
of ethics, Many scholars wrote commentaries on the 
thought of the earlier Greck philosophers but some origi- 
nal thinking was done in ethics. With the growth of Ro- 
man culture, Greek philosophy was translated into Latin 
and adapted to the problems and interests of the new 
Roman empire. Christianity was born in the middle of 
this period and it introduced a new outlook on the good 
life for man. However, we shall postpone our treatment 
of Christian ethics until the next chapter. In the present 
one we shall concentrate on the ethical views of the think- 
ers who represent the last stages of Greek philosophy. 

In general, later Greek philosophy was less speculative 
and more practical in its interests than the thought of the 
-eatly Greeks. While problems of knowledge and reality 
continued to be investigated, the main thrust of Hellenis- 
tic philosophy was toward the discovery of how men might 
live well. Religious teachings became part of these philoso- 
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phics. Man’s ultimate destiny and his possible relations 
with the divinity now came to the forefront of attention. 
Some philosophers, particularly in the Stoic and Neopla- 
tonic schools, became the equivalent of religious leaders. 
In the first centuries after Christ, an intellectual brand of 
neopaganism appeared, for a time, to rival Christianity. 
All these developments left their effects on ethics, 


Stoic Ethics 


Stoicism began early in the fourth century 3.c., when 
Zeno of Citium (336-264) came to Athens to teach at a 
place that had a porch (stoa), whence came its name, 
Zeno wrote a number of treatises-On Human Nature, On 
Living in Accord with Nature, and On Duty—but except 
for fragments in later writings these works have been lost.1 
Zeno’s successors, Cleanthes (331-232) and Chrysippus 
(282-204), also were important in the history of the eth- 
ics of the first Stoics. Roman Stoicism falls in a much later 
era, the first and second centuries A.p.; its leading ethicians 
were Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius. 

The Stoic view of reality was thoroughly materialistic: 
all that exists is matter. Stoicism taught the usual ancient 
theory of four elements (earth, air, fire, and water) but 
regarded fire as the ultimate substance. Souls and God are 
subtler kinds of fire than that of crass bodies. Growth and 
change are due to certain seedlike rational forms (logoi 
spermatikoi) which are present in matter. There is a pat- 
tern, an understandable plan (logos), for everything that 
exists and happens in the nature of things. Knowledge is 
fundamentally sense perception: Stoicism is usually classi- 
fied as a sensism. However, the Stoics obviously thought 
that men are able to understand the orderly character of 
mundane events, so they recognized the function of rea- 
son. Stoic logic was a highly sophisticated theory of reason- 
ing that differed radically from the Aristotelian syllogistic. 
In particular, the Stoics maintained that certain general 
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notions are given to men prior to sense experience, so their 
theory of knowledge bordered on innatism.? Although the 
Stoics were generally deterministic in regard to causality, 
this did not prevent them from granting a certain personal 
freedom to human agents. A man is not able to control the 
general course of events in the world but he is able to 
control his own inner acts of assent, his own desires, and 
his affective responses to internal experience. 

Ethically, the Stoics still thought in terms of Greek 
eudaimonism. Their concept of eudatmonia, however, was 
more static than that of Aristotle. The end, or ultimate 
goal, to which they looked was a condition of undisturbed 
happiness, “a calmly flowing life.” The Stoic sage would 
be a person who had acquired such a degree of rational 
control of his feelings that he would rarely, if ever, be 
inclined to any excess of emotion. Affective movements 
of consciousness, pleasure (hédoné), sorrow (lupé), de- 
site (epithumia), and fear (phdbos) are irrational and in- 
compatible with human nature. The ideal of virtue is 
apatheia, a condition in which passionate feelings are not 
merely ‘controlled but virtually eradicated, It is good to 
live in accord with nature; nature is fundamentally ra- 
tional in character; hence, the second Stoic maxim, that 
the good life is in accord with reason. The highest instance 
of reason is God (Zeus) and divine law orders and gov- 
erns all events universally. This respect for the universal 
and natural law of reason was evident in one of the earliest 
writings, Cleanthes’ famous Hymn to Zeus. It is worth 
yeading in its entirety3 


Most glorious of the Immortals, many named, Almighty 
for ever. 

Zeus, ruler of Nature, that governest all things with law, 

Hail! for lawful it is that all mortals should address Thee. 

For we are Thy offspring, taking the image only of Thy 
voice, as many mortal things as live and move upon the 
earth, 
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Therefore will I hymn Thee, and sing thy might forever. 

_ For Thee doth all this universe that circles round the earth 
obey, moving whithersoever Thou leadest, and is gladly 
swayed by Thee, 

Such a minister hast Thou in Thine invincible hands;— 
the two-edged, blazing, imperishable thunderbolt. 

For under its stroke all Nature shuddereth, and by it thou 
guidest aright the Universal Reason, that roams through 
all things, mingling itself with the greater and the lesser 
lights, till it have grown so great, and become supreme 
king over all. 

Nor is aught done on the earth without Thee, O God, nor 
in the divine sphere of the heavens, nor in the sea, 

Save the works that evil men do in their folly— 

Yea, but Thou knowest even to find a place for superfluous 
things, and to order that which is disorderly, and things 
not dear to men are dear to Thee. 

Thus dost Thou harmonize into One all good and evil 
things, that there should be one everlasting Reason of 
them all. 

And this the evil among mortal men avoid and heed not; 
wretched, ever desiring to possess the good, yet they nor 
see nor hear the universal Law of God, which obeying 
with all their heart, their life would be well. 

But they rush graceless each to his own aim, 

Some cherishing lust for fame, the nurse of evil strife, 

Some bent on monstrous gain, 

Some turned to folly and the sweet works of the flesh, 

Hastening, indeed, to bring the very contrary of these 
things to pass. 

But Thou, O Zeus, the All-giver, Dweller in the darkness 
of cloud, Lord of thunder, save Thou men from. their 
unhappy folly, 

Which do Thou, O Father, scatter from their souls; and 
give them to discover the wisdom, in whose assurance 
Thou governest ail things with justice; 

So that being honoured, they may pay Thee honour, 
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Hymning Thy works continually, as it beseems a mortal 
man. 

Since there can be no greater glory for men or Gods than 
this, 

Duly to praise for ever the Universal Law. 


In this compendium of early Stoic ethics several points 
may be noticed. For the first time in Greek ethical teach- 
ing, the notion of an all-pervading “law” is introduced. 
Some of the pre-Socraties, it is true, spoke of nomos as a 
principle of regularity and harmony in change; but the 
view that a divine Ruler governs all events, including hu- 
man activities, under universal law is an important inno- 
vation in Greek thought. This is the nearest approach to a 
theory of. divine providence that we will find outside the 
Judaeo-Christian teaching. Cleanthes is saying that all 
things are ordered according to a rational plan (logos) 
which is implanted in the material universe and which is, 
at the same time, implicit in the Reason of God. Christian 
moral writers for many centuries were impressed by this 
Stoic doctrine of the law of nature, It is one of the’ chief 
sources of natural-law ethics. 

The third head of the Greek Stoic school was Chrysip- 
pus of Soli (ea. 280-204), who is sometimes credited with 
turning the attention of Stoicism to the nature of man as 
opposed to its original interest in the nature of the uni- 
yerse.4 However, because we have practically no source 
materials, it is impossible to assess the personal contribu- 
tions to ethics of the earliest Stoics; beside those men- 
tioned there were: Persaeus, Aretus, Sphaerus, Aristo, 
Zeno the fourth scholarch, Diogenes of Seleucia, Antipa- 
ter, and Crates. They bring the school down to the second 
century B.c, 

: The name “middle Stoicism” is given to the teaching of 
a group of Greek thinkers who combined the original views 
of the school with parts of the philosophies of Plato and 
Aristotle and who transmitted this eclectic but practically 
oriented philosophy to Roman students and writers. Pa- 
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naetius of Rhodes (ca. 189-109) taught for a time in 
Rome but became scholarch (head of the Stoic school) 
in Athens in 129 B.c. Due to the influence of Panaetius, 
the Stoic ethics that the Romans learned in the second 
century before Christ was less insistent on the ideal life 
of the sage, less interested in the restrictive virtue of apa- 
theia—and more favorable to the view that the good life 
consists in a reasonable moderation in all things. One of 
Panaetius’ pupils, Poseidonius (ca, 135-51 B.c.), taught 
Cicero at Rhodes and so made a profound impression on 
Roman culture. 

Two important ethical ideas came to the Romans from 
middle Stoicism. The first was a development of the origi- 
nal Stoic teaching that all nature is rationally ordered un- 
der the supreme Reason of the Deity, and that man is 
morally obliged to conform his conscious life to the force 
of universal reason.® Second, Stoicism provided Roman 
and early Christian moralists with a practical psychology 
that emphasized the distinct functions of various cogni- 
tive, appetitive, and motor faculties (dynameis) of the 
soul. In this theory there is a growing emphasis on the 
function of willing (boulésis), viewed as rational wishing. 
Moreover, middle Stoicism introduced the concept of the 
hégemonikon, a faculty that rules and governs the other 
powers of the soul. In various versions of Christian ethics, 
the role of the hégemonikon will sometimes be played by 
the will, sometimes by the intellect. 

Roman Stoicism begins to develop in first-century (3.c.) 
reports found in Latin writers who do not fully share the 
ethical positions of the Stoics. This is probably true of M. 
Terentius Varro (116-27 3.c.), whose encyclopedic writ- 
ings are mostly nonextant. Through references and quota- 
tions in Augustine of Hippo (City of God, XIX, 1-3), we 
know that Varro transmitted 288 Greek views on the end 
of man and the nature of happiness. We also have the 
works of M. Tullius Cicero (106-43 8.c.), in which there 
is a great deal of information about Stoic ethics. Books UI 
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and IV of De finibus contain a lengthy exposition of the 
ethics of Stoicism, in the words of a Roman spokesman, 
Cato Uticensis. He was a real person and a contemporary 
of Cicero in Rome. Onc feature of this version of Stoic 
ethics in Rome was its social-mindedness. Even the Greek 
Stoics were noteworthy for their concern about the.com- 
mon good of humanity: if they had lived in the twentieth 
century, the Stoics would have been strong supporters of 
the United Nations. Cicero further emphasized the im- 
portance of human brotherhood in his personal revision of 
Stoicism.? 

Of all the moralists of ancient Rome, L. Annacus Seneca 
(ca. 4 B.c.65 A.D.) was one of the most voluminous and 
widely read. His Letters and Moral Essays show no great 
interest in ethical theory but develop a practical doctrine 
of human virtues. Long lists of these good qualities of the 
human person are found in his works. Self-control, mod- 
eration of desire, tational reflection, and self-sufficiency 
(per se sufficientia) are typical Senecan virtues. He wrote 
with great respect for the higher mental aspects of. man’s 
nature, as well as for the influence of the Deity on human 
life, with the result that later Christian moral writers make 
abundant use of his descriptions of virtue and the good 
life.8 ; 
The greatest ethician among the later Stoics was Epic- 
tetus of Hierapolis (ca. yo~138 awv.). A Greek slave in 
Emperor Nero’s service, Epictetus was freed and taught 
philosophy in Rome and in Nicopolis. One of his pupils, 
Flavius Arrianus, made records of Epictetus’ lectures and 
these reports constitute the four extant books of Dis- 
courses (Diatribai) and the little manual called the En- 
chiridion. As a pupil of the lesser Stoic, Musonius Rufus, 
Epictetus returned to the epistemological and physical 
views of early Stoicism: a sensistic explanation of knowl 
edge (with a special insight into first principles, syneide- 
sis), plus a generally materialistic notion of reality which 
did not exclude freedom of choice and assent within the 
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consciousness of each man. Extramental things and the 
activities of the body are not under the control of one’s 
will and it is the mark of the wise man to recognize this. 
As the opening lines of the Enchiridion put it: 


Of things some are in our power, and others are 
not. In our power are opinion, movement towards a 
thing, desire, aversion, turning from a thing; and in 
a word, whatever are our acts. Not in our power are 
the body, property, reputation, offices (magisterial 
power), and in a word, whatever are not our own 
acts, And the things in our power are by nature free, 
not subject to restraint or hindrance; but the things 
not in our power are weak, slavish, subject to restraint, 
in the power of others.® 


Yet Epictetus thought that all men have enough natu- 
ral ability and information to govern their internal dis- 
positions according to right reason (orthos logos). The 
original notions (prolépseis) of good and evil are innate 
but the study of philosophy and ethics is necessary to as- 
sure a reasonable development of moral judgment and a 
fair application of principles to various concrete problems 
of life. Epictetus retained the earlier teaching of a ruling 
power (hégemonikon) in man whereby one knows the dif. 
ference between good and evil, makes choices, and controls 
the activities of the lower psychic powers. This governing 
power is almost identical with will, All human evil reduces 
to a perversion of will, Personal contentment (ataraxia) 
comes from learning to accept the course of external events 
and the divine regulation of men and the universe. Epicte- 
tus succinctly states this in his Discourses: 


And will you be angry and peevish at the ordi- 
nances of Zeus, which he defined and ordained to- 
gether with the Fates who spun in his presence the 
thread of your begetting? Do you not know how 
small a part you are compared with the whole? That 
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is, as to the body; for as to the reason you are not 
inferior to the gods, nor less than they; for the great- 
ness of the reason is not determined by length nor by 
height, but by the decisions of its will.1° 


Much the same point of view is found in the Medita- 
tions of Emperor Marcus Aurelius (121-180 a.v.). He is, 
pethaps, less materialistic in his teaching on man’s nature, 
He divides the human person into three parts: body 
(s6ma), soul (psyché), and intelligence (nous), The last 
is the ruling power {hégemonikon) for Marcus Aurelius. 
Each man’s personal intelligence is his guiding spirit (dai- 
mot.) or conscience: in turn, this guiding power is subject 
to the will of God,1! 

The practical ethics of Marcus Aurelius may be summed 
up in the following nine rules of conduct: (1) be ready 
to forgive your neighbor when he offends you, since we all! 
exist to serve each other; (2) reflect on the unfortunate 
effects which the bad actions of others have upon these 
others; (3) avoid making moral judgments on other per- 
sons; (4) remember your own moral defects; (5) remem- 
ber that you do not know the intemal attitudes of your 
fellow men; (6) when the occasion for anger arises, re- 
member that you will soon be dead; (7) it is not the sins 
of others that really bother us but only our own opinions 
about others; (8) remember that anger and grief can be 
worse for a person than the external consequences of an- 
other man’s actions; (9) remember that kindness and 
friendliness to others are best for all concerned.1? 

In popularized versions such as the foregoing, Stoic eth- 
ics was the dominant school of thought in pagan Rome and 
continued to be so during the first two centuries of Chris- 
tianity. Platonism was too lofty and difficult; Aristote- 
lianism was not well known and was felt to have little 
literary appeal. Besides Stoic ethics the only important 
contemporary moral philosophy was Epicureanism, and it 
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was never anything more than a minority view, as we shall 
18 
see. 


Epicurean Ethics 


Among the post-Socratic schools, the Cyrenaics had 
taught that personal satisfaction is the test of the morally 
good act. This is hedonism in its simplest form. The line 
of connection between Epicurus (341-270 B.c.) and the 
Cyrenaics is not clear but it is evident that Epicurean eth- 
ics is also a hedonism. Where the Stoic located the focal 
point of moral good and evil in the conscious attitude of 
the moral agent (and so, remotely, anticipated certain de- 
ontological or intuitionistic types of modern ethics), the 
Epicurean ethician looked to the consequences of man’s 
actions for his criterion of morality (and so, equally re- 
motely, presaged modern utilitarianism in its individualis- 
tic versions). For some unknown reason, most of the writ- 
ings by Epicurus have been lost: we now have three jettexs 
and some fragments, mostly from a work On Nature. 

Like the Stoics, Epicurus divided philosophy into three 
parts: theory of knowledge, physics, and ethics. He was, 
however, comparatively uninterested in the logic of dis- 
cursive reasoning and had no teaching that compares with 
Stoic logic. Epicurus’ theory of knowledge is sensistic. He 
concentrates on sense perception (daisthesis) and the judg- 
ments consequent upon it. There are no innate notions: 
all knowledge comes through sense experience. The test of 
true knowledge is clarity. Concepts are memory images, 
usually following many sense perceptions.1* Epicurus’ the- 
ory of the nature of things was a version of the earlier 
materialistic atomism found in Democritus. Only bodies 
exist and all bodies are constituted out of innumerable 
little particles. It is possible that Epicurus originated the 
notion of the “swerve” in the falling of the atoms, to ac- 
count for the various configurations of collections of atoms 
and possibly to allow room for some sort of freedom in an 
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otherwise rigidly mechanistic explanation of the universe. 
_ It was ethics that interested E:picurus most and he may 
simply have adopted from his predecessors those epis- 
temological, psychological, and metaphysical views which 
were calculated to form a basis for his moral theory. He 
thought that most of the evil and suffering in man’s world 
is due to the ignorant and superstitious acceptance of 
polytheism. He may not have been an atheist, in any fun- 
damental sense, but he was very critical of the popular 
paganism of his day. Epicurus believed that most men live 
in terror of death and in fear of the gods. Hence he taught 
that there is no personal survival after death and that the 
gods are not concerned with human affaizs. Epicurean eth- 
ics is naturalistic, then, in a special sense: it endeavors to 
deal with moral good and evil without any recourse to the 
divine will of Zeus, or to any supernatural laws or ideals 
of duty.16 
~ Just as clearness of perception is the test of truth in the 
acquisition of knowledge, so the feeling of pleasure or pain 
is the criterion of right choice and action. Pleasure is the 
“first good innate in us,” but this does not mean that all 
pleasures are equal in value, or that every pleasure is. to 


be chosen. Sometimes the wise man will choose a present. 


pain to secure a future pleasure. In any case, pleasure does 
not mean to Epicurus “drinkings and revellings, nor the 
satisfaction of lusts. . . but sober reasoning, searching out 
the motives for all choice and avoidance, and banishing 
mere opinions, to which are due the greatest disturbance 
of the spirit.” The goal of morally good activity, then, is 
peace of mind (ataraxia), freedom from mental perturba- 
tion.16 Epicurus held that study and personal effort will 
enable a man to acquire the virtues that lead to the equa- 
nimity of the sage. Primary among these ate prudence 
(phronésis) and friendship (philia): the former is more 
precious even than philosophy and is the root of all other 
virtues; the latter is the crown of the perfected life.t? Evi- 
dently, Epicurus was far from teaching libertinism or the 
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selfish pursuit of sensual satisfactions. Indeed, in the long 
tun, the Epicurean and the Stoic ideally good men were 
not too different. Both were supposed to be men controlled 
by reason, interested in their own true good and that of 
other persons, pursuing a high-minded ideal of natural hu- 
man perfection. 

The most complete treatise, still extant, from Roman 
Epicureanism is Lucretius’ poem On the Nature of Things. 
T. Lucretius Carus (cad. 96—-55 3.c.) introduced Latin 
readers to the teachings of Epicurus. At the beginning of 
several of the six books On the Nature of Things, Epicurus 
is addressed in glowing terms as the wisest and best of 
men.!8 Epicurean atomism and sensism ate explained at 
great length by Lucretius-who does not seem to have 
added anything to the basic theory. Epicurus’ “atheism” 
and critique of popular religion are much stressed by Lu- 
cretius; it is possible that the Roman poet was more anti- 
religious than the Greek philosopher. Lucretius shows 
himself to be a great admirer of the philosophy of nature. 
The more we know about physical realities, the more we 
realize that we should not crave any special satisfactions 
in life. “Nec nova vivendo procuditur ulla voluptas” (by 
living we cannot forge for ourselves any new pleasure) .19 
The key attitude of the morally good man, according to 
Lucretius, is resignation, based on an understanding of the 
way things are. Like Epicurus, Lucretius insisted that 
friendship (amicitia) is the bond of the good human so- 
ciety.2¢ 


Neoplatonic Ethics 


In the first five centuries of the Christian era, several 
types of ethics were developed by Greek writers who were 
more or less under the influence of Platonism. The com- 
mon denominator in this Neoplatonic ethics is the view 
that the good life consists in a flight from the world of 
sense experience to a closer relationship with a supreme 
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principle. These Neoplatonists use a variety of. ways to 
explain the culmination of this other-worldly ethics. Chief 
among these were Philo Judaeus, Plutarch of Chaeronea, 
and Plotinus. 

Philo Judaeus (ca. 25 B.c.—40 A.D.) was a Jewish scholar 
who lived in Alexandria and wrote about forty works in 
Greek.21 Most of these writings are allegorical commen- 
taries on the Old Testament. He was convinced that the 
same basic truths are found in Scripture and in Greek 
philosophy. The higher forms (or ideas, as in Plato) are 
created by God in the divine Reason (logos). In turn, 
the material things of the universe are fashioned from the 
four elements after the pattern of the forms.2? Man is a 
creature with a mind ruling his body in somewhat the 
way that God rules the universe. Man’s soul is made in the 
image of God and, while on earth, is on a journey away 
from God. It is the destiny of the soul to free itself from 
the burden of matter and to rise to a union with the 
divine wisdom. This “flight from the body” is what should 
be the aim of the perfected and good man. 


Depart out of the earthly matter that encompasses 
thee: escape, man, from the. foul prison-house thy 
body, with all thy might and main, and from the 
pleasures and lusts that are its jailers. . . . if thou 
desire to recover the self thou hast lent and to have 
thine own possession about thee, letting no portion 
of them be alienated and fall into other hands, thou 
shalt claim instead a happy life, enjoying in per- 
petuity the benefit and pleasure derived from good 
things not foreign to thee but thine own.?8 


Clearly, this poetical description of a mystical journey 
of the soul to rejoin its God is not a philosophical ethics. 
Yet there are adaptations of the Platonic vision in Philo’s 
thinking and he exercised a good deal of influence on Ploti- 
nus and many Christian moralists.24 His ethics would 


59 


GRAECO-ROMAN TITEORIES 


seem to stand at the opposite pole to the this-worldly natu- 
ralism of both Stoics and Epicureans. 

Plutarch of Chaeronea (ca. 46-120 s.p.) was another 
ancient moralist who built a sort of practical ethics on a 
modified Platonic view of man. He combined an accept- 
ance of much of the popular Greek religion with a desire 
to know God in a purely intellectual manner. His God is 
transcendent.and in no way the cause of evil: the World- 
Soul is the source of mundane evil, even though it ema- 
nates from God. The intelligence (nous) in man is supe- 
rior to the soul (psyché). It is the intelligent mind that 
may, by living virtuously and possibly by the practice of 
certain religious rites, achieve happiness in a future life 
after separation from the body. Unlike most of his con- 
temporaries, Plutarch showed some acquaintance with 
Aristotelian ethics. He embraced the theory of virtue as a 
mean between excess and defect. Like the Stoics, he ad- 
vocated the brotherhood of man as an ideal for the or- 
ganization of human society.25 

There is a sort of ethics in the group of Greek writings 
emanating from Alexandria, Egypt, and purporting to be 
the teachings of Hermes Tresmegistos. One discourse 
speaks of a rebirth of the soul and a mounting to some 
sort of culminating vision in the afterlife.26 This teaching 
is expressed in very obscure myths and cannot be called a 
formal ethics but it serves to illustrate a point of view in 
paganism during the first Christian centuries. It placed the 
good for man in a nonterrestrial happiness. 

Plotinus (205-270 a.p.) was the greatest philosopher in 
these centuries—yet he is rarely mentioned in histories of 
ethics. He studied at Alexandria and began to teach in 
Rome when he was about forty. Partially blind, Plotinus 
devoted much of his time to solitary meditation. He knew 
the philosophies of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics and 
used all of them in his persona! thinking. His lectures were 
edited by his pupil, Porphyry, in six books with nine chap- 
ters in each and so were called the Enneads (the “Nines”). 
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The whole of things is viewed by Plotinus as originating 
from a supreme principle, the One. This unitary begin- 
ning is beyond all predicates: one cannot even say that 
It is, for it is beyond being. Some interpreters identify the 
One with a personal God: Plotinus uses both personal and 
impersonal pronouns in speaking of It and he does suggest 
that It is divine. From the One there issues a first hypostasis, 
Intelligence (nous). This first emanation contains the 
Ideas (like Plato’s ideal forms). In turn, the Intelligence 
gives rise to a second emanation, Soul (psyché). This is 
a cosmic soul: in itself it is not associated with the 
corporeal, it is the nous thinking itself. On a lower level 
the world soul animates the whole physical universe. Mat- 
ter is the limit of the process of emanation: as such, mat- 
ter is relative nonbeing. Each human being is a composite 
of a portion, as it were, of Soul plus some bodily matter. 
Man is poised, then, in a precarious position of existence, 
capable of going up or down in the scale of reality. If he 
goes down, by becoming more material, his life becomes 
evil. If he goes up toward his origin in the One, he is per- 
fected and becomes a better man. The whole of reality 
is in process: what is real is not static substance but 
dynamic energy of an mcorporeal sort.?7 

The process of emanation from the One is a necessary 
movement from goodness to evil, a descent into the im- 
perfection of matter. Much of the first Ennead is dedicated 
to the proposition that the good life for man consists in 
a voluntary ascent of the individual soul toward the One: 
this is why these chapters are called the “ethical 
treatises.”28 The fourth chapter, for instance, is a discus- 
sion of eudaimonia; Greek ethics is eudaimonistic even in 
its last stages. Plotinus offers a review of his predecessors’ 
notions on well-being; he covers the views of Plato, Aris- 
totle, the Stoics, and the Epicureans. Like Aristotle, 
Plotinus insists on the active character of eudaimonia and 
is quite critical of the Stoic restriction of final happiness 
to the zational soul alone. All life is capable of eudaimonia 
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and, just as there are different levels of life, there are 
different degrees of happiness. Similarly, the sixth chapter 
in Ennead I shows how the beautiful (to kalon) provides 
a starting point from which the soul may rise to the con- 
templation of its own beauty and eventually of the ideal 
Beauty. This description of the ascent of man’s soul to- 
ward a peak of perfection is a moral reworking of the 
thought of several of Plato’s dialogues, notably the 
Phaedrus, Symposium, and Theaetetus.2® In another 
place, Plotinus suggests that this ascent of the soul toward 
the highest Beauty is a mystical phenomenon which he 
has experienced himself. 


Often I awaken to myself by escaping from my 
body: thus cut off from other things, in the intimacy 
of my self, I see a beauty that is as marvelous as can 
be. Above all, then, I am convinced that I have a 
higher destiny; my activity is the highest degree of 
life; I am in union with the divine and, once I have 
reached this peak of activity, I fasten to It above the 
other intelligible beings.3° 


In the immediately preceding chapter (7), Plotinus is 
yery insistent on the incorruptibility of man’s soul (he 
offers several arguments from Plato’s Phaedo) and on the 
generic similarity between the life of the soul and the 
divine life. What makes it possible for the spirit of man 
to ascend to union with the divine is a purification 
(catharsis) from material concerns, an advance in the 
knowledge of the soul itself and intelligible things, and 
a process of self-perfection through virtues such as temper- 
ance and justice. The second chapter of Ennead I is an 
exposition of a highly developed theory of moral virtue 
(areté). There are four levels: (1) the virtues required to 
live well among men in society (aretai politikai): these 
are temperance, courage, justice, and prudence; (2) the 
virtues needed to cleanse the soul from interest in the 
body and sense objects (kathartikai); (3) the virtues of 
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the already purged soul (virtutes purgati animi in the 
fifth-century summary made by Macrobius, In Somnium 
Scipionis, I, 8); and (4) the exemplary virtues (aretai 
paradeigmatikai), which qualify the soul for the intelligi- 
ble vision of the One.21 The following passage from the 
sixth Ennead shows how this fits into the ethics of the 
soul’s ascent: 


For the soul by its nature refuses to go down to 
absolute nothingness; when it descends it goes as far 
as evil, which is a non-being, but not as far as absolute 
non-being. In going upward, it does not ascend to a 
being different from itself; rather, it returns into it- 
self and dwells in nothing other than itself. As soon 
as it lives within itself alone and not in lower being, 
it is by that fact present im It, For It is a reality 
which is not an entity (ousia) but beyond entities; 
to this the soul is united. If a person is aware of his 
self becoming It, he sees his self as an image of It. 
If he goes beyond this stage, moving from the image 
to the reality Itself, he thus reaches the end of the 
journey. When a person falls back from such con- 
templation, it is possible for him to revive the virtue 
(areté) that is within. Then he understands his 
internal orderliness and rediscovers the upward tend- 
ency of his mind: thus, through virtue one moves up 
to the Intelligence (nous), and through wisdom 
(sophia) ascends to the Highest. Such is the life of 
the gods and of godlike and morally successful men 
(anthropon theidn kai eudaimondn bios): to free 
oneself from things here below, in a life finding no 
value in lower things, in a solitary flight toward the 
One.82 


From the foregoing it will be evident that Plotinus’ 
ethics is a remarkable version of self-perfectionism. It is a 
teleological theory, for the quality of good action depends 
on its being rationally directed toward the attainment of 
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a contemplative and loving union with a supreme End. 
However, since the perfection achieved in this final union 
is the highest degree of incoxporeal life, and since man’s 
soul is life itself, this ultimate eudaimonia is but the 
final stage in the perfection (areté) of the soul itself. 
Plotinus’ ethical vision fascinated many spiritual-minded 
thinkers in the ensuing centuries: Greeks, like Dionysius 
the Areopagite and Maximus the Confessor; Latins, like 
Marius Victorinus, Augustine of Hippo, Scotus Erigena, 
Meister Eckhart, and Nicholas of Cusa; Moslems, like 
Avicenna and Al-Ghazzali; Jews, such as Avicebrén; and 
a host of Renaissance “Platonists.” 

Plotinus’ immediate followers among the pagan Greek 
philosophers did not improve the ethics of Neoplatonism. 
Porphyry of Tyre (233-cad. 305 aD.) edited his mas- 
ter’s Enneads and wrote his life and also produced 
personal treatises which attempt a combination of Ploti- 
nus’ ethical mysticism with a rather crude version of 
polytheism. Porphyry came to see himself as the prophet 
of a revived neopagan religion, in which the intelligible 
universe of Plotinus was filled with demons and spirits 
who required to be propitiated and managed by magic and 
esoteric rites. He was a forceful critic of Christianity. One 
of Porphyry’s pupils was a Syrian, Iamblichus of Chalkis 
(d. ca. 330 AD.). He adopted the fourlevel theory of 
virtue and even added a higher type: the priestly virtues, 
through which the soul is united in ecstasy to the divine 
One. Iamblichus pushed Neoplatonic ethics further to- 
ward a cult in which were practiced divination, theurgy, 
and magic. 

The Greek Neoplatonic school ends with Proclus Dia- 
dochus (410-485 a..). He was a serious philosopher: 
his Elements of Theology is a highly systematized version 
of the metaphysics of Plotinus. His more personal writings 
on Providence and Fate, Problems concerning Providence, 
and the Subsistence of Evils are now preserved in Latin 
versions made in the thirteenth century by the Christian 
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translator William of Moerbeke. Proclus was interested in 
the theory of the soul’s ascent; he distinguished in this 
process these three stages: the initial love of the beautiful, 
true knowledge of reality, and faith in the union with the 
One.38 

As we shall see in our next chapter, Neoplatonic psy- 
chology and ethics were adapted to Christian use by both 
Greek and Latin writers. ‘The first thousand years of philo- 
sophical teaching in Christian centers were characterized 
by a dominant preference for Neoplatonism. 
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CHAPTER IV 


Patristic and Early Medieval Ethics 


In this chapter we propose to treat the ethical position 
taken by key figures in the Christian tradition during the 
period from the first to the twelfth century a.v. This is 
actually about a thousand years, for the fixst Christian 
writings (apart from the New Testament) that could be 
called ethical in any philosophical sense, were produced 
toward the end of the second century. The first part of 
this millennium is termed the patristic period from the 
fact that the Fathers (Patres) of the Church lived and 
taught then. While the term is used with some vagueness, 
it is agreed by most authorities that a “Father” is marked 
by three special characteristics: he must be orthodox in 
his religious doctrine, he must be of considerable influence 
in his teaching and writing, and he must be noted for the 
personal holiness of his life. Men like St. John Damascene 
in the Greek Church and SS. Ambrose and Augustine 
among the Latin writers are universally recognized as 
Fathers.1 Boethius, on the other hand, although a Chris- 
tian and an outstanding writer, was never called a Father; 
he was not a member of the clergy. We shall examine, 
then, the views of these patristic and medieval Christian 
teachers to see what they contributed to the history of 
ethics. It is significant that none of these teachers knew 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (which became very in- 
fluential from the thirteenth century onward). Their con- 
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temporaries in the Islamic and Jewish schools knew Aris- 
totelian ethics long before the Christians did. We shall 
reserve for the next chapter our examination of these non- 
Christian schools of medieval ethics. 

The relation between the sort of moral teaching found 
in the Bible and philosophical ethics is not understood in 
the same way by all present-day writers on the subject. To 
some scholars, morality that is based on belief in God's 
commands is not ethical theory at all.2 To others, no ethics 
presuming to offer guidance for real living is possible with- 
out some reference to right and wrong as determined by 
God’s Law or Will. As the outstanding contemporary 
Protestant theologian Emil Brunner puts it: “The Good 
consists in always doing what God wills at any particular 
moment,” Without attempting to settle this metaethical 
problem, we will take it that a moral teaching based on a 
well-promulgated set of precepts backed by divine author- 
ity does involve an ethical position, provided it makes 
some effort to relate its views to recognized positions in 
moral philosophy. We do find such “theological approba- 
tive theories’4 in the writings of Christians before the 
thirteenth century and feel that they have a place in a 
historical survey of ethics. 

The earliest Christian moral writers made no complete 
break with ancient Jewish traditions in which it was 
claimed that God had conveyed directly to Moses ten gen- 
eral commandments to regulate human conduct. This 
“Decalogue” was known and accepted by Christians from 
the beginning. For them, as for the Jews, the reason why a 
man was obliged to honor his elders, or to avoid killing 
and stealing, was simply that God had so commanded. 
New Testament morality did not negate the precepts of 
the old Jewish law but rather suggested a greater emphasis 
on love as the inner motivation of the believer who wished 
to live righteously. The two Christian precepts of charity 
(Matthew 22:37-40, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God” 
and “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself’) are usually 
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understood as fulfillments of divine law (Romans 13:8) 
and not as cancellations of the traditional rules of the 
Old Testament. In the Sermon on the Mount it is clearly 
stated: “Do not think that I [Christ] have come to destroy 
the Law or the Prophets: I have not come to destroy, but 
to fulfill.”® . 

It can hardly be denied that there was a certain tension 
in early Christian writings between a strictly juridical ap- 
proach to moral problems and a contrary tendency to 
emphasize mercy, love, and good will. Although the latter 
is what is typical of the spirit of Christian morality, the 
Fathers and medieval writers on ethics all accepted a code 
of moral precepts as imposed by divine command. This 
sort of legal view of moral obligation is unlike anything 
in Greek or Roman philosophy. The closest approach to 
it is in the universal “law” of the Stoics, but that was not 
a set of precepts promulgated by a transcendental Deity. 

Actually, the first speculation about ethical obligations 
and their relation to laws may have taken place among 
Christians who were neither Greeks nor Latins. We some- 
times have a tendency to forget that the “Oriental” 
Church, in the Near East and in North Africa, had many 
learned men during the first Christian centuries. Quite 
recent studies have thrown light on the work of an early 
Syrian Christian, Bardaisan of Edessa (154-222), who 
faced the problem of reconciling classical philosophy with 
Christian doctrine.6’ His Book of the Laws of Countries 
admits that man’s bodily activities are subject to external 
controls, and even to fate, but Bardaisan argues that man 
is intemally free to choose tight or wrong actions, Un- 
like some later Christian writers who tended to stress 
similarities in the laws of great nations (as evidence of 
their dependence on one natural Jaw), Bardaisan found a 
certain support for moral freedom in the fact that laws 
in various countries differ and are easily changed. The full 
ethical significance of this early Christian thought in the 
Near East has not been properly studied as yet. 
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Greek Christian Writers on Moral Theory 


Much the same admission would have to be made con- 
cerning our lack of knowledge of the beginnings of phi- 
losophy in the Greek Christian schools. We lack not only 
technical studies of the ethical thought of these people 
but also critical editions and good translations of their 
writings. There was, for instance, a Greek writer named 
Hippolytus whose precise dates are unknown but who was 
“probably a pupil of Irenaeus.” This would place Hip- 
polytus in the last half of the second century. He is 
thought to be the author of a treatise entitled Philosophu- 
mena in which much of classical Greek philosophy is 
appraised from the viewpoint of Christianity.” It contains 
an approving survey of Plato’s ethics: the immortality 
and tripartite character of the human soul, the notion of 
rewards and punishments in a future life, the four virtues 
described in the Republic, and the notion (as suggested 
in the tale of Er) that our lives are only partly in the 
hands of fate and that we have some choice as to our 
destiny. This early Christian treatise also treats evil as a 
privation of goodness in a being where such goodness 
would be expected. The impressive feature of Hippolytus’ 
thought is his unquestioning acceptance of the practical 
philosophy of Plato. 

In the same period, a very active and productive school 
of Greek Christian thought was developing at Alexandria. 
This was a very cosmopolitan city: it had a famous library 
and outstanding Greek schools from the third century 3.c. 
The first Alexandyian Christian writer to tum his attention 
to philosophy was Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150-215 
A.D.). One of his writings, the Miscellanies (Stromata), 
offers many comparisons between pagan philosophy and 
Christian teachings. Clement was a noted classical scholar 
before his conversion to Christianity but he generally took 
the position that many of the same truths are found in 
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philosophy and in religious revelation. He criticizes the 
Epicureans, however, as atheists and materialists. Such un- 
favorable appraisals of the school of Epicurus are common 
in early Christian writers. In the sixth book of the Mis- 
cellanies Clement develops a theory of practical wisdom 
(phronésis) as a universal principle of beings and of the 
functions of the human soul. This appears to be an adapta- 
tion from the rationalism of Platonic ethics and the right 
reason theory of the Stoics. We should strive to live in 
such a way that we will become more and mote like God 
(a rule also found in Hippolytus), even though, as Clem- 
ent frankly admitted, we can know with certainty little 
or nothing about God’s nature.8 He does discuss certain 
moral: problems concerning moderation in eating, drink 
ing, and clothing but is little inclined to speculate about 
the philosophical basis for making ethical judgments. Per- 
haps Clement’s greatest contribution was to have given a 
certain respectability to philosophy by virtue of his in- 
corporation of some of its teachings in a widely read 
Christian work, 

Another Alexandrian whe produced Greek works with 
ethical content was Origen (185-254). His treatises 
Against Celsus and On First Principles contain some 
teachings similar to those of Plotinus; this is probably 
due to the fact that they studied under the same teacher, 
although Origen was at least twenty years older than 
Plotinus. Origen is less optimistic than Clement about the 
value of philosophy: it is alien to Christianity. In his psy- 
chology, Origen has some views that are generally con- 
sidered unorthodox for a Christian and these teachings 
affect his moral theory. He is certain that each human 
soul is immortal but he speculates on the possibility that 
the soul may exist before union with its body, that it may 
sin in this pre-existence, and that it may be punished ‘by 
being bound to a body in earthly existence. This is a 
Christian version of something like the Plotinian descent 
and eventual ascent of the human soul. Man is free to 


73 


PATRISTIC AND MEDIEVAL THEORIES 


go up or down: the soul “may either descend from the 
highest good to the lowest evil or be restored from the 
lowest evil to the highest good.” Reason and free will are 
present in each soul and make it possible to contro! base 
tendencies and to live a good life. The test of what is 
good or bad action is found in the divine precepts (the 
Decalogue and certain New Testament injunctions to 
avoid anger, swearing, and to encouxage the fainthearted 
and support the weak), which are to be literally under- 
stood and obeyed.1® In the final outcome, all things will 
be restored to their source in God and there will no 
longer be any evil. 

In less radical form, this theory of the ascent of the 
soul to its God is found in Gregory of Nyssa (335-ca. 
394). He rejects the pre-existence of souls but admits the 
ultimate return of all things to God. Gregory’s version of 
this psychic ascent entails one of the earliest accounts of 
Christian mysticism. He emphasizes the need for special 
divine assistance (grace) to enable man to rise to union 
with God. 

The most influential Christian exposition of this flight- 
of-the-soul ethics is also the most mysterious and histori- 
cally baffling. At some time during the fifth century a 
group of five works in Greek come to be known in Chris- 
tian learning; they were called the Corpus Dionysiacum 
(or Areopagiticum). Their writer is unknown but he is 
called Dionysius the Psendo-Areopagite. He professed to 
have lived in apostolic times and to have witnessed cer- 
tain New Testament events; in reality, these writings are 
obviously under the strong influence of Neoplatonic phi- 
losophy and contain literal passages from Proclus (fifth 
century). So, they could not have been written in the 
time of the apostles. These treatises are: On the Celestial 
Hierarchy, On the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, On the Divine 
Names, Mystical Theology, and ten Letters. They were 
highly regarded in the Middle Ages—even though their 
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message is obscure and their orthodoxy as Christian teach- 
ings is open to suspicion. 

The fourth chapter of On the Divine Natnes is devoted 
to the meaning of “good” as applied to God, and it is in 
connection with this “name” that Dionysius reveals his 
predilection for Neoplatonic ethics. Here the problem of 
evil is raised and treated in terms of the Plotinian claim 
that evil is merely a privation of goodness.!2 This text is 
one of the two media (the other, of course, is Augustine) 
through which the privation theory of evil comes to think- 
ers of the thirteenth century. Angelic spirits and human 
souls are called evil, in this view, because of their “defi- 
ciency of good qualities and activities and in the failure 
and fall therefrom due to their own weakness.”!8 The 
positive explanation of good human activity, according to 
the Pseudo-Dionysius, is given in terms of the soul nsing 
to a personal union with God. In its yearning for the 
Beauty and Good of its Source, the soul goes through three 
typical motions: (1) a cireular turning from the multiplic- 
ity of external things inward to itself; (2) a spiral move- 
ment of discursive and dialectical reasoning; and (3) a 
straight forward movement toward the simple unity of 
contemplative acts.14 This theory is tersely and obscurely 
developed in the short treatise on Mystical Theology. Very 
influential on later moral theologians was a formula used 
by Pseudo-Dionysius to summarize his views on the good 
(to agathon): “The good stems from a cause that is one 
and entire; but the evil comes from defects that are mani- 
fold and pertaining to various parts.”15 This is taken to 
apply to both physical and moral evil, and to mean that 
a good action must be approvable in every one of its cit- 
cumstances, while an action becomes immoral if any one 
of its required circumstances is missing.16 

Maximus of Scythopolis (580-662) expanded and 
helped to popularize these views of Pseudo-Dionysius. His 
treatise on Ambiguities (Patrologia Graeca 91, 1072~ 
1085) teaches that man rejoins God through knowing the 


75 


PATRISTIC AND MEDIEVAL THEORIES 


good and feeling an ecstatic love of the divine Beauty. 
This terminates in a phase of divinization (thedsis) of all 
things. Man and the universe return to the unity of their 
divine Ideas, At the end, God will be All in All.1* 

The last Greek writer whom we will consider in this 
period is John Damascene (ca. 675-749). His large work, 
The Source of Knowledge, has as its third part a section 
on the basic truths of Christianity that was put into Latin 
in the twelfth century by Burgundio of Pisa under the 
title De fide orthodoxa (On the True Faith). In this Latin 
form, it was very influential in the thirteenth century and 
much quoted in the various Summas of theology. John 
Damascene introduces us to a teaching that is different 
from the Neoplatonic-Christian flight-of-the-soul theories. 
There is an analysis of the powers and functions of man 
which Damascene takes from a treatise by the Greek 
Bishop Nemesius, On the Nature of Man (written ea. 400 
A.D.), who in tum adapted his theory from the pre- 
Christian teaching of Poseidonius of Apameia. The fol- 
lowing passage shows how John Damascene understood the 
moral powers of man; it is translated directly from Bur- 
gundio’s Latin version. 


We should note that our soul has twofold powers 
(virtutes, dynameis), some cognitive, others vital 
(zoticas). Now the cognitive ones are: understand- 
ing, mind, opinion, imagination and sense. The vital 
or appetitive powers are counsel [consilium, a mis- 
translation of boulésis, which means. volition] and 
choice (electio, prouiresis). It should also be noted 
that there is naturally present in the soul an appeti- 
tive power which is according to nature, and it is 
directed to all objects which are associated with 
nature; it is called will (voluntas, thelesis), For sub- 
stance inclines (appetit) to be, to live, and to be 
moved, in accord with sense perception and under- 
standing, craving its own natural or complete being. 
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Therefore they describe this natural willing (the- 
léma) in this way: willing, that is the voluntas, is a 
rational, vital appetite, based on natural tendencies 
only. The power of will (thelésis), that is voluntas, is 
itself natural, vital and subject to reason, an appetite 
for all the components of nature, a simple power 
(virtus). There is another appetite for other things 
and it is not rational, nor is it called will (voluntas, 
thelésis). Now volition (boulésis) is in every way 
natural; thelésis is the will, the natural and rational 
appetite for any sort of thing. There is present in the 
soul of man a power of rational appetition. Since it 
is naturally moved, this rational appetite for any ob- 
ject is called boulésis [spelled in Burgundio’s Latin, 
bulisis], that is will. Now boulesis, that is will, is a 
rational appetite and desire for any object. It is 
called boulésis, that is will (voluntas), both in regard 
to objects that are in our power and objects that are 
not; that is, in regard to possible and impossible 
objectives 18 


In this halting and none too clear analysis we have the 
beginnings of a special moral psychology in which the no- 
tion of natural (and so, physically necessary) volition of 
the good is distinguished from a deliberated, rationally. 
governed (and so, free) movement of the human will. Un- 
der the influence of this text, Thomas Aquinas and some 
other thirteenth-century thinkers taught that there are two 
kinds of human volition: voluntas ut ratio, which is free; 
and voluntas ut natura, which is not free.4® Moreover, 
this text from John Damascene introduces the claim that 
there is more to appetition in man than rational willing. 
Sensory appetition includes two powers: concupiscible ap- 
petite (whose movements are simple desires or aversions 
in regard to individual things perceived in sensation) and 
irascible appetite (whose movements are efforts to evade 
or attack dangerous or difficult aspects of sense objects). 
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This teaching influenced the moral psychology of Aquinas 
and other writers in the Scholastic tradition so that they 
adopted a three-appetite view of human activity: will, and 
irascible and concupiscible appetites.2° 


Latin Writers on Moral Theory 


In the period before the thirteenth century, the West- 
ern or Latin section of the Christian Church produced a 
good many writers who touched on fundamental questions 
of ethics. Of the Latin Fathers, Ambrose and Augustine 
are the most prominent in this field. Some of their ethical 
views are still under discussion in the twentieth century. 
Boethius, as we shall see, had a good deal to say about the 
moral life in his Consolation of Philosophy. Erigena and 
Anselm developed quite different versions of Christian 
Platonic ethics in the ninth and eleventh centuries re- 
spectively, Peter Abelard, however, best typifies the ten- 
sions between the subjective demands of personal con- 
science and the objective requirements of a moral law that 
transcends human nature. We shall take a look at the 
more significant ethical theories of key figures in this Latin 
tradition. 

One of the earliest Christian moralists was a North 
African, Tertullian, who lived from about 160 to 240. Fre- 
quently associated with his name is the phrase “credo quia 
absurdum” (“I believe because it is absurd”), but it is 
difficult to decide just what he meant. Quite possibly he 
was simply saying that faith has its mysteries which lie 
beyond the scope of reason.?! In his treatise On the Soul 
(chapter 19), Tertullian suggested that the human soul 
is of a bodily nature and that the souls of children come 
from the father’s semen. In spite of this apparently ma- 
terialistic view of man’s spirit (few Christian writers 
have shared it), Tertullian was a strong advocate of per- 
sonal freedom and did much to make precise the mean- 
ing of person.22 In his moral teaching, Tertullian advo- 
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cated a very rigid and strict regulation of all aspects of 
Christian living. Christianity provides a detailed code of 
conduct: the reward for complete obedience is eternal hap- 
piness with God, the punishment for disobedience is 
eternal suffering. As one patristic scholar sums up Tertul- 
lian’s legalism: “The God whom he cherished is the in- 
flexible and jealous Judge Who has established timor 
(fear) as the basis, for man’s salvation.”28 

Less extreme is the position of another African Chris- 
tian, Lactantius (ca. 250-330), who also wrote in Latin. 
In his Divine Institutes, Lactantius took the position that 
pagan philosophy has no truth in it (Book III is entitled 
De falsa sapientia). The sixth book in this treatise pre- 
sents the basic principles of Christian morality and treats 
these directives as the immediate commands of God. This 
is a good example of a moderate type of theological appro- 
bative ethics in the early Church. While he is little 
inclined to theorize about ethical problems, Lactantius 
recognizes the importance of education in practical wis- 
don1.24 

It is usual to mention Ambrose, Bishop of Milan (340- 
397), as a practical-minded moralist. His treatise On the 
Functions of the Clergy is indeed a practical application 
of Cicero’s De officiis to the Christian setting. In this 
sense, Ambrose has influenced Christian moral theology.25 
Quite another aspect of his work in philosophy has been 
discovered recently in connection with research into the 
background of Augustine’s thought. Briefly, Ambrose ap- 
pears to have had more than a passing interest in Neo- 
platonic philosophy. ‘The group of sermons gathered under 
the title De Isaac et anima show that he adopted the 
Plotinian view that evil is nothing positive, but a privation 
of good, and that he was under the same influence in his 
treatment of virtues and vices. Furthermore, Ambrose pic- 
tured the good life as a flight of the soul from the world 
to God.2* He was, then, a medium for the transmission 
of Greek philosophical ideas to the early Latin Church. 
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The Latin Father of the Church who has the most 
completely developed moral theory is Augustine of Hippo 
(354-430). He had something to say on most of the prob- 
lems that later ethicians have studied. Augustine’s ethical 
views are still under discussion in twentieth-century 
ethics.*7 No one work contains his moral teaching. We 
will use several of the early dialogues, the Confessions, 
City of God, On the Trinity, Enchiridion, and other writ- 
ings for our exposition.?8 

That all men desize and strive for happiness (Dbeati- 
tudo), Augustine did not doubt. His ethical position is as 
eudaimonistic as any in classical Greek thought. He did 
not know Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (except through 
reports in Latin writers such as Cicero) and his acquaint- 
ance with the dialogues of Plato was very limited. He 
seems to have read parts of the Enneads and some of the 
short moral works of Porphyry. Platonism (under which 
he included the thought of Plotinus) appeared to Au- 
gustine to be the best of the pagan philosophies (City of 
God, VII, chapters 4-7). In his day, however, the popular 
philosophies were Epicureanism and Stoicism. They were 
quite wrong in their ethics, Augustine felt. Interestingly 
enough, Augustine sums up the Epicurean ultimate ob- 
ject of desire as “pleasure of the body,” and the Stoic ideal 
as “steadfastness of spirit.”2 His own view is that man’s 
final felicity cannot consist in some mere perfection of the 
human person (such as virtue or knowledge) but rather 
in a special sort of union, after the death of the body, 
with God.30 

The really important part of man, as Augustine sees it, 
is the soul (anima, animus, spiritus). Man is a soul using 
a body as instrument (“anima utens corpore,” De moribus 
ecclesiae, I, 27, 52). As knowing, this soul is called mind 
(mens); as keeping all objects within it, the same soul is 
memory (memoria); and as the source of any psychic ac- 
tion through the body or apart from it, the soul is called 
will (voluntas). This trinitarian psychology is expounded 
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in Books IX to XIV of the treatise On the Trinity31 
Man’s soul is able to direct its attention to various ob- 
jectives by an act of volitional tuming (versio). One may 
turn to concentrate on bodies {all of which are inferior to 
soul) and this is a perversion. It is not that Augustine 
considered bodily things evil; they were made by God 
and are good things (De natura boni, 1); rather, he was 
convinced that the soul as the seat of life, consciousness, 
and all human effort is obviously better than any inani- 
mate thing.8? So, the soul only degrades itself by con- 
centrating on corporeal values. When the soul turns in 
upon itself, it finds a better nature but still something 
imperfect and subject to temporal changes. Introspection 
reveals the grandeur of the human spirit, of course (see 
the famous description of memory, Confessions, X, 8~26), 
but further consideration indicates the inferiority of the . 
soul to God. In looking to God, man’s soul finds the source 
of all reality and goodness. 

God will enlighten the minds of men who turn to Him 
and seek His help. Divine illumination is available to all 
men, to show them the initial truths of knowing, existing, 
and acting. God’s “Light” is not merely a cognitive prin- 
ciple but also a source of moral information and guidance. 
Our first notions of equality, order, right thinking (pru- 
dentia), moderation (temperantia), strength of character 
(fortitudo), justice (recititudo, justitia), and other such 
ethical ideals, come to us through a personal intuition 
which is made possible by the divine light.98 The fol- 
lowing passage shows how Augustine presented this intui- 
tion of the eternal standards (rationes aeternae) of ethical 
judgment: 


So also among the objects of the understanding, 
there are some that are seen in the soul itself: for 
example, the virtues (to which the vices are opposed), 
either virtues which will endure, such as piety, or 
virtues that are useful for this life and not destined 
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to remain in the next, as faith, by which we believe 
what we do not see, and hope, by which we await 
with patience the life that shall be, and patience it- 
self, by which we bear every adversity until we arrive 
at the goal of our desires, These virtues, of course, 
and other similar ones, which are quite necessary for 
us now in living out our exile, will have no place in 
the blessed life [in Heaven], for the attainment of 
which they are necessary, And yet even they are seen 
with the understanding ... . distinct from these ob- 
jects is the light by which the soul is illumined, in 
order that it may see and truly understand everything, 
either in itself or in the light. For the light is God 
himself, . . .34 


Another way that Augustine has of describing the ob- 
ject of moral illumination puts it in terms of eternal law. 
As he says in his early dialogue On Order (II, 8, 25): 
This teaching (disciplina) is the very law of God, which 
ever abiding fixed and unshaken with Him, is transcribed 
so to speak, on the souls of the wise, so that they know 
that they live a better and more sublime life in proportion 
as they contemplate it more perfectly with their under- 
standing and observe it more perfectly in their manner 
of living.” This eternal law is both the teason and the will 
of God: lex est ratio diyina et voluntas Dei (Contra 
Faustum, XII, 27). It is immutable and universal. In pre- 
Mosaic times, the eternal law was naturally known through 
mans reason (and so is occasionally called lex naturalis 
by Augustine) and it was delivered in part, in written 
form, to Moses: it is said to be “impressed on our minds” 
or “written in our hearts.” Man’s conscience (conscientia) 
thus becomes immediately aware of rules such as: Do not 
do to others what you would not have them do to you 
(Enarrationes in Psalmos, Ps. 57, 1). Many other rules 
of this kind are naturally known.35 
Thus far, the ethics of Augustine appears to be a legalis- 
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tic version of Christian morality. His thought has, how- 
ever, another important ethical dimension. Despite his 
insistence on obedience to God’s law, Augustine takes 
second place to no ethical writer in his insistence on per- 
sonal freedom, the importance of good will, and the need 
of proper internal motivation, In mature life he wrote a 
famous treatise On the Spirit and the Letter (De spiritu 
et littera, 412 A.D.) to explain that a person must be 
moved by the love of God before he can get any credit for 
acting in conformity with moral law. As he now expresses 
his view: “If this commandment is kept from fear of pun- 
ishment and not from love of righteousness, it is servilely 
kept, not freely, and therefore is not kept at all. For no 
fruit is good which does not grow from the root of charity” 
(De spiritu et littera, 14, 26). Fear of punishment is not 
an adequate motive, even for the negative avoidance of 
immorality (Epistola 145, 3, 4). In another letter 
(Epistola 155, 4, 13) Augustine makes the love of God 
the principle of good living: 


In this life, although there is no virtue save that 
of loving what ought to be loved, prudence lies in 
choosing it; fortitude in not being turned from it by 
any troubles; to be allured from it by no seductions 
is temperance, and by no pride is justice. But what 
ought we to choose as the object of our principal 
love but that which we find to be better than any- 
thing else? This object is God; and to set anything 
above or even equal to Him is to show that we do 
not know how to love ourselves. For our good becomes 
the greater the more we approach Him than whom 
there is nothing better. 


Tt is in terms of the foregoing that one should under- 
stand the much-quoted Augustinian text: “Love, and do 
what you will” (dilige, et quod vis fac).8* Augustine did 
not mean that a good person could break all the laws of 
God, provided such a person felt a great love for some- 
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thing or other! What he did mean was that a man who 
truly loves God is of such good will, so well motivated, 
that he will almost automatically actin full accord with 
all the precepts of divine and moral law. Such perfection 
of will and character comes to a man through the gift of 
divine grace only. The love that motivates all good moral 
actions is the theological virtue of charity.37 

In spite of the intensely religious coloring of this teach- 
ing, Augustine did think of his wisdom as an ethics, As 
he formally outlined the matter, in the eighth book of 
the City of God, the third and last part of philosophy is 
moral, what the Greeks call ethica (“quam Graeco vo- 
cabulo dicunt ethiken”), He proceeds to explain how he 
understands the field of ethics:88 


It deals with the supreme good, by reference to 
which all our actions are directed. It is the good we 
seek for itself and not because of something else and, 
once it is attained, we seek nothing further to make 
us happy. This, in fact, is why we call it our end, 
because other things are desired on account of this 
summum bonum, while it is desired purely for itself. 


Augustine’s ethics is a theocentric eudaimonism: man’s 
ultimate well-being consists in the possession of God 
(De moribus ecclesiae, 1, 6, 10). Many people consider 
it the greatest example of Christian ethics.3® 

Another version of early Christian ethics is found in the 
next century in the writings of the Roman senator Anicius 
Manlius Torquatus Severinus Boethius (ed. 470-525). His 
best-known work is the Consolation of Philosophy. Some 
shorter theological treatises are also sources for his views 
in ethics. Boethius’ psychology is similar to Augustine’s 
but he knew more about Greek philosophy than did 
Augustine. In particular, Boethius would seem to be the 
first Latin scholar in the Christian Church who was well 
acquainted with the Nicomachean Ethics. Despite his 
knowledge of Aristotle, Boethius preferred the teaching of 
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Plato on many problems and was also favorably impressed 
by many features in the practical philosophy of the Stoics. 
At. the end of the nineteenth century, it was fashionable 
among historians of philosophy to question the Christian- 
ity of this author: today, no serious scholar doubts that 
he was a Christian. 

There are, for Boethius, four levels of cognition: the 
lowest is sense, which perceives the shapes and qualities 
of things clothed in matter; the next level is imagination, 
which views bodily forms without their matter; the third 
is reason (ratio), which penetrates to the universal nature 
that may be present-in many individuals (this is the 
cognitive power that is distinctive of men living on earth); 
and the highest power is intelligence, which intuits per- 
fect “forms” existing apart from matter (intellectibilia): 
this is a divine capacity, men share in it only occasionally, 
when they get flashes of understanding. Theology is a di- 
vine science that cultivates the highest knowledge of God 
and divine properties.# At the beginning of a short trea- 
tise on metaphysics which came to be called De Hedomadi- 
bus in the Middle Ages, Boethius listed nine propositions 
which he took as axiomatic to the rest of his argument. 
The first described a “common conception” as a statement 
which one would approve as soon as it is heard. These are 
of two types: some, such as the geometric axiom of equal- 
ity, are understandable to all men; other propositions, such 
as “incorporeals cannot occupy space,” are grasped only 
by the learned. A second type, such as “equals added to 
equals result in equals,” is knowable to all men. This theory 
of initial axioms and defnitions in philosophy, plus the 
theory of intuitive intelligence, combine to influence the 
later Scholastic teaching on first principles of speculative 
and practical knowledge (including ethics). Taken to- 
gether with a deductivist emphasis on discursive reasoning 
(which stems from Boethius’ textbooks on_ syllogistic 
logic}, this Boethian tradition of demonstrative science is 
the source of much of the system-building that character- 
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ized Christian moral philosophy and theology in the later 
Middle Ages.42 

Quite a different approach to ethics is suggested in the 
actual metaphysics of the treatise De Hebdomadibus. This 
is a thoroughly Platonic discussion of how the many in- 
ferior instances of good are good by participation in One, 
Highest Good. Such metaphysical goodness is not identical 
with the ethical meaning of good. At the end of this 
treatise we are told that “all things are good but all things 
are not just.” Justice is a species of activity and there are 
acts that are not just.48 

Books II and IV of the Consolation of Philosophy give 
further evidence of how Boethius attempted to build a 
practical philosophy of life by using elements of Plato- 
nism, Aristotelianism, and Stoicism within the context of 
a Christian morality. Like the Greeks, Boethius saw men 
as striving for the attainment of ultimate well-being 
(beatitudo). Different men have thought that happiness 
is dependent on obtaining bodily goods (strength, health, 
beauty), or goods of the spirit (knowledge, virtue), or 
even goods of social intercourse (fame, political power, 
good reputation). Boethius argues that all these ends are 
imperfect and not lasting: there must be some Perfect 
Good which is the objective terminus of these human 
aspirations for happiness. Such reasoning requires one to 
see that God exists as the perfect and fullest good.** This 
way of arguing to the conclusion that God is the objective 
goal of all moral striving becomes an important element 
in the teleological ethics of later Scholasticism. 

There are, of course, numerous writings on detailed 
questions of practical morality in the centuries immedi- 
ately following Boethius. Many of these are unedited and 
unstudied. Comparatively unknown, for instance, is the 
Bishop of Braga, Martin of Dumio (ca. 515-580). His 
works are under titles such as Formula for an Honest Life, 
The Four Virtues, How to Put Down Pride, and so on. In 
general, Martin adopted Seneca’s teaching on the leading 
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moral virtues and applied it to Christian living. Much the 
same could be said of the moral content of encyclopedic 
writers such as Gregory the Great (540-604) and Isidore 
of Seville (ea. 570-630). They were not as dependent on 
pagan sources as Martin, but their ethical views result 
from a combination of classical humanism with a funda- 
mentally Christian view of life. Gregory’s Moral Expost- 
tion of the Book of Job is much quoted later but it is an 
exaggeration to call it the classical Grundwerk from which 
medieval ethics sprang.*® 

In the ninth century, John Scottus Erigena (ca. 810~ 
877) put into a Latin work the whole Neoplatonic cthies 
of the flight of the soul to its Source. His De divisione 
naturae is a vast metaphysical structure purporting to ex- 
plain how all things, including men, come forth from the 
one cause and eventually return to this divine Principle. 
Plotinian emanationism is thus combined in a startling 
way with Christian creationism. All reality is called 
“nature” (natura): God as Source is natura creans sed 
increata; the divine Ideas constitute natura creans et 
creata; the universe and men make up natura increans sed 
creata; and finally God as End is Natura increans et u- 
ereata.4® A human being is initially “a certain intellectual 
idea formed eternally in the divine mind.”#? At the end 
of his life on earth each man undergoes another “division” 
of his nature: the soul divides from the body, and the 
body disintegrates into its material components. However, 
in a third step man’s body is reunited with his soul and is 
progressively spiritualized; in a fourth step the spiitual- 
ized man rejoins his archetypal Idea in God; and in a 
final stage of the return all the world will go back to its 
Source.48 Man is free to adapt his will to this retam, 
and indeed it is his duty as a Christian to develop his 
higher capacities so that his whole being is transmuted into 
pure thought. Divine grace is needed to enable man to 
rise to this higher state of existence. As Erigena explains 
in the fifth book On the Division of Nature, the man who 
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lives a morally good life not only reunites with God, as 
all men eventually do, his ultimate condition is a becom- 
ing like God (deifactio). This deification is granted only 
to the good. 

After Erigena there is no Latin writer on morality of 
comparable stature until we come to St. Anselm in the 
eleventh century, Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) was 
an Italian who was trained in a Benedictine monastery in 
France and became one of the most renowned bishops of 
the English see of Canterbury. His importance in the his- 
tory of ethics lies in his emphasis on the personal attitude 
of the motal agent as the determinant of moral good or 
evil. One historian goes so far as to say that, with Anselm, 
‘morality is defined independently of any consideration of 
utility and, generally speaking, of any consideration of 
ultimate end.”49 This is the first known instance of a 
medieval ethician who broke away from the eudaimonism 
of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics. 

Of course, St. Anselm is very much indebted to Augus- 
tine, particularly in his moral psychology. The will is the 
most important aspect of the soul, Man’s will is subject to 
two possible dispositions (affectiones) prior to any moral 
activity. By one of these predispositions, the affectio ad 
commodum, every man is subjectively inclined to seek 
various goods that are appropriate to his ordinary state of 
existence. This inclines him to desire to build a home and 
cultivate his fields, for instance. The second of these dis- 
positions, the affectio justitiae, enables some men to in 
cline volitionally toward a better than natural good. This 
is the justification of the will by divine grace.5° To see 
what this “higher justice” means to Anselm we must look 
briefly at his theory of truth. In the Dialogue on Truth 
he described many instances of the true (verum): true 
statements, true opinions, true volitions, true actions, true 
sense perceptions, true things. Like a good Platonist, 
Anselm argued that these many instances are true because 
there is one supreme Truth in which they all share. To be 
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true, then, is to be right (rectus) in relation to some 
immutable standard of rightness (rectitudo). The general 
definition of truth (veritas) is: “tightness perceptible to 
the mind alone.”5! 

Applying this to the problem of morality, Anselm de- 
cided that justice is rightness of will that is preserved for 
its own sake.52 In other words, a person is just, not so 
much because of what he wills as because of the reason 
why (propter quod) he wills it. Anselm is here broaching 
the important theme of ethical motivation: he is suggest- 
ing that a moral agent is right, not because his action 
achieves a certain result but because of a certain quality of 
the initial attitude, or volitional inclination, of the person. 
Since he insists that rectitude must be willed for its own 
sake alone (true freedom is defined as “the power of pre- 
serving rectitude of will, for the sake of rectitude itself”), 
Anselm is here anticipating something of Kant’s theory of 
the pure and good will.53 Of course, Anselmian moral 
rectitude is far from mere subjective rightness; he is not 
an ethical formalist; one’s will is nght by conforming with 
an objective Rightness—which is God. 

One of the few writers in the early Middle Ages to use 
the term “ethics” was Peter Abelard (1079-1142). His 
treatise Etthica seu liber dictus scito teipsum is a landmark 
in ethical discussions in the Middle Ages. As an opponent 
of the usual (in his time) realistic approach to universals, 
Abelard could not maintain that a concrete instance of 
good (bonum) is such by virtue of participation in an 
existing essence of universal goodness (bonitas). Some- 
what under the influence of Anselm, he maintains that 
sin consists in consent (consensus) to what is improper. 
Since the improper is what is opposed to the laws of God, 
the consent to sin is equivalent to contempt for God. He 
proceeds to argue forcefully that what is morally good or 
bad is not the execution of a given action but the prior 
disposition of the agent’s will. Using an example much 
favored in present-day situationism, Abelard says: “The 
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sin, then, consists not in desiring a woman, but in consent 
to the desire.”54 

Abelard had no direct knowledge of the Nicomachean 
Ethics and was thus unable to use Aristotle’s analysis of 
voluntariness. In the key third chapter of his Ethics 
Abelard hesitated to say whether sin necessarily involves 
an act of willing or not. He discussed several examples of 
things done “against one’s will” and yet seeming to involve 
responsibility, guilt, and sin. He did much to highlight 
the important difference between fault (culpa). and guilt 
(poena) but his terminology and thought on such points 
fluctuated. In some chapters the Ethics speaks of inten- 
tion (intentio) as the focal point of moral good and evil: 
in this usage “intention” means the same as consent. 
Throughout the work he insists that the doing or omitting 
of an action adds nothing to the moral value of the con- 
sent or intention. 

Abelard’s ethics is not a pure subjectiyism: a man’s in- 
tention must be right, and this means in objective con- 
formity with God’s laws. He knows that some people have 
suggested that an intention is right “when anyone believes 
that he acts well.”55 He firmly insists that the only good 
intention is one that actually pleases God. However, he 
did not indicate how ordinary people can know what 
does please God, objectively.5¢ ; 

The view that morality is a matter of some quality of 
tightness within the soul of each person (what modem 
writers would call “intrinsic morality”) was rather general 
in the twelfth century. Even a great critic of the orthodoxy 
of Abelard’s theology, like Bernard of Clairyaux {1090-— 
1153), was in full agreement with the idea that consent 
to the good is what enables a person to merit an eternal 
reward in Heaven.5? St. Bernard was not an ethical 
theorist: more than any other medieval moralist he simply 
insisted on the importance of loving God with as pure and 
exalted motives as are possible. This is the theme of his 
treatise On the Necessity of Loving God (De diligendo 
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Deo). Of course, this is not moral subjectivism: there is 
a suprahuman standard to which right willing must con- 
form; this norm is eternal law. Bernard is not juridical- 
minded, but he is far from saying that goodness is simply 
having a good feeling. He condemns the man who values 
merely self-will: “each one made a universal and eternal 
jaw.”58 This is a perversion of the desire to imitate God. 

During the twelfth century, ethics or moral philosophy 
came to take an accepted place among the disciplines 
taught in many Christian schools. Many anthologies 
(florilegia\ and eclectic treatises were produced to serve as 
texts in the training of boys in the monastery schools 
and in other scholastic centers. Most of these works are 
anonymous. There is, for.instance, the Teachings of the 
Moral Philosophers (Moralium dogma philosophorum), 
which has been attributed to William of Conches, Gau- 
thier of Chatillon, and others. There is the Moral Philoso- 
phy of the Good-in-itself and the Useful Good (Moralis 
Philosophia de honesto et utili) printed among the works 
of Hildebert of Tours but of uncertain authorship. And 
there is the Oxford Collection of Moral Writings (Florile- 
gium Morale Oxoniense), only. recently edited. What 
these and other works of this kind have in common is a 
desire to cull what is best from the classic Greek and 
Roman moral writers and to adapt these exemplary read- 
ings to the requirements of Christian life. This movement 
is sometimes called “Christian Socratism.” ‘The ancient au- 
thors who are-especially prized are Plato, Cicero, Seneca, 
and certain minor writers, such as Macrobius and Andro- 
nicus. Ethically, these twelfth-century collections repre- 
sent a spiritually oriented version of self-realization. Tn- 
stead of emphasizing moral obligation by law, they advise 
the improvement of moral character by the cultivation of 
the theological (faith, hope, charity) and the cardinal 
(prudence, temperance, fortitude, and justice) virtues. 
These virtues are subdivided into many “parts” and the 
result is a lengthy listing and description of many good 
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habits (virtues), often accompanied by criticisms of the 
opposed bad habits (vices) .5° 

Certain groups with heterodox xeligious views appeared 
on the scene in the twelfth century and may have had 
some negative influence on the central current of medie- 
val Christian ethics. One such movement was that of the 
Cathari. In southern France, they had a center in a town 
called Albi and came to be known as Albigensians. In Italy, 
two groups of Cathari were found in this century: the 
Albanenses in the Bergamo-Verona area, and the Con- 
corenses (Garatenses) in the region of Concorezzo. 
Basically, Catharism was a revival of Manichaeism, a reli- 
gious teaching that there are two ultimate Principles: one 
is the source of all good things and events, the other is 
the source of all evil. Usually these were regarded as co- 
eternal, and equally powerful, gods. In twelfth-century 
Catharism the basic dualism of Mani was adapted to 
several different views of the Christian life. Two effects of 
this movement may be observed in the ethics of the 
period. First of all, most of the Cathari embraced a very 
rigorous and puritanical attitude toward moral behavior. 
They regarded all sexual activity as morally evil, for. in- 
stance, and required their perfect believers to abstain from 
procreation, even in marriage. Extreme asceticism was pro- 
fessed. On the other hand, since the original Manichacism 
(of Persian origin, Mani lived in the third century «.p.) 
held that evil was as real and positive as good, and that 
there are two wills in every man (one evil and one good), 
many Jater followers took it that immorality was mevita- 
ble. One could disclaim responsibility for an evil action 
by saying that it stemmed from his bad will and not from 
the good will, with which latter he would identify.®° 

Another religious movement with ethical overtones 
originated in the views of Joachim of Flora (1145-1202), 
a Cistercian abbot in northern Italy. He advocated a re- 
turn to the simplicity and rigor of the early years of 
Christianity. It is probable that he felt that all academic 
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or theoretical ethics is pagan nonsense, so Joachim would 
represent an odd type of ethical skeptic, critical of such 
philosophical activity as not pertinent to the salvation of 
one’s soul.§t His theological and scriptural writings sug- 
gest an apocalyptic view of history, which was pushed to 
an extreme in a treatise entitled the Eternal Gospel, writ- 
ten in 1254 by Gerardus de Borgo San Domino. Among 
many other things, this Joachimist treatise advocated a 
complete reform of the moral conduct of Christians and 
stressed a code of behavior so ascetic that it outdid the 
Stoic ideal of apathy. The results of this work were felt 
in the lives of religious communities (particularly the 
Franciscans) in the thirteenth century. It did not produce 
a formal ethics, but Joachimism was partly responsible for 
an extreme otherworldly attitude in some varieties of late 
medieval ethics. 

It is obvious that much of the ethical speculation in 
these Christian writings before the thirteenth century is 
derivative from the seminal notions to be found in the 
Bible and in the Platonic and Stoic schools of Greek 
ethics. However, two important new emphases were 
brought into the subject during this period. First of all, 
the view that God’s will, or the eternal law, is the ultimate 
and absolute norm of all ethical judgments now comes to 
the fore in these patristic and medieval moralists. This 
norm is equally stressed, as we shall see in the next chap- 
ter, by the theistic ethicians in the medieval Jewish and 
Moslem traditions. Until well after the time of Kant, in 
the eighteenth century, this conviction that there is a 
divine source of absolute ethical obligation remained al- 
most unchallenged in the history of ethics. 

In the second place, the ethical concept of motivation, 
of personal attitude toward external events in which one 
is involved, became a focal point for moral discussions 
during this period of medieval ethics. As we have seen, 
men like Augustine, Anselm, and Abelard are quite mod- 
ern in their ethical claims that what is morally significant 
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is not so much the material character of one’s action but 
rather the inner motivation of the person involved. Per- 
haps more than we usually realize, this new emphasis is 
due to the great importance that the medieval Christian 
attached to the human person as a creature of God. The 
Augustinian theme of the supreme moral significance of 
the love of God is but another way of saying this. It typi- 
fies Christian ethics up to the thirteenth century~and 
well beyond it, of course. 
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Medieval Jewish and Moslem Ethics 


The first fifteen centuries after Christ produced other 
types of ethics than those taught in the Christian schools. 
We will examine in this chapter some of the ethical views 
of scholass associated with two other religions that 
flourished during the Middle Ages: Judaism and Moham- 
medanism. Both cultures. have been somewhat neglected 
in general histories of ethics and, indeed, in the usual 
histories of medieval philosophy. Both, at times, gave a 
prominent place to ethical thinking and exerted a strong 
influence on the ethics of Western civilization. 


Jewish Ethics in the Middle Ages 


Judaism is more a way of life than a special theology or 
religious creed. There have not been as many philosophers 
in the Jewish tradition as one might expect. We have al- 
ready seen the role played by Philo Judaeus in the de- 
velopment of Hellenistic ethics. He felt that he could find 
many parallels between the wisdom of the Old Testament 
and the thought of the Greek philosophers. But Philo is 
the only prominent Jewish philosopher before the medie- 
val period. é ; 

While it is quite true that the Bible is not a technical 
philosophical work it does contain seeds of practical wis- 
dom that continued to grow during the centuries which 
we are considering. Yahweh orders all things “in measure, 
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number, and weight.” Yet the God of the ancient Jews 
was also a loving deity: “But thou sparest all, because they 
are thine, O Lord, who lovest souls.” He is above all a 
stern dispenser of justice. His commands are absolute and 
inescapable, The most famous listing of these divine obli- 
gations is found in the Ten Commandments, which are 
found in the books of Exodus and Deuteronomy. Since 
these precepts are discussed and used as illustrations by 
many later writers on ethics, we give the Decalogue in 
full, here: 


You shail have no gods except me. 

You shall not make yourself a carved image or any 
likeness of anything in heaven or on earth beneath or 
in the waters under the earth; you shall not bow down 
to them or serve them. For I, Yahweh your God, am 
a jealous God and I punish the father’s fault in the 
sons, the grandsons, and the great-grandsons of those 
who hate me; but I show kindness to thousands of 
those who love me and keep my commandments. 

You shall not utter the name of Yahweh your God 
to misuse it, for Yahweh will not leave unpunished 
the man who utters his name to misuse it. 

Remember the sabbath day and keep it holy. For 
six days you shall Jabour and do all your work, but 
the seventh day is a sabbath for Yahweh your God. 
You shall do no work that day, neither you nor your 
son nor your daughter nor your servants, men or 
women, mor your animals nor the stranger who lives 
with you, For in six days Yahweh made the heavens 
and the earth and the sea and all that these hold, but 
on the seventh day he rested; that is why Yahweh 
has blessed the sabbath day and made it sacred. 

Honour your father and your mother so that you 
may have a long life in the land that Yahweh your 
God has given to you. 

You shall not kill. 
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You shall not commit adultery. 

You shall not steal. 

You shall not bear false witness against your 
neighbour, 

You shall not covet your neighbour’s house. You 
shall not covet your neighbour’s wife, or his servant, 
man or woman, or his ox, or his donkey, or anything 
that is his.? 


In the second and third of these precepts, Yahweh 
speaks of himself as a strict Judge who will punish all 
disobediences. From this attitude arises another aspect of 
Old Testament morality, the so-called lex talionis, which 
required that the punishment of an injury to another be 
equal and of like character. It is still quoted in discus- 
sions of the morality of capital and other forms of legal 
punishment: “And he that killeth any man shall surely 
be put to death . . . as he hath done, so shall it be done 
to him; breach for breach, eye for eye, tooth for tooth.”8 
Balancing this rigid view are Biblical approximations of 
the golden rule. Thus, Proverbs 24:29 reads, “Say not, I 
will do to him as he hath done to me”; and Tobit 4:15 
(16) states, “Do that to no man which thou hatest.”4 

Judaism has often been accused of excessive legalism. 
Early rabbinical works distinguished 613 commandments 
in the law. Yet this juridical tendency was tempered by 
the spirit of love and forbearance. The “Great Com- 
mandment” enjoining love of God and neighbor is in the 
Old Testament. Deuteronomy 6:5 says, “Thou shalt love 
the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, 
and with all thy might.” Leviticus 19:18 adds, “Thou shalt 
love thy neighbor as thyself.” It has recently been argued 
that Judaism stresses the love of man for God (and is 
more interested in ethics and human conduct) while Chris- 
tianity emphasizes the love of God for man (and thus 
tends to be more theological).8 According to this view, 
the two great themes in ancient Jewish ethics are “holi- 
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ness” (kadosh), expressing both ontological and moral 
transcendence, and “glory” (kavod), expressing the con- 
trary immanence of God in the lives of men, the mani- 
festation of the divine in history. 

One of the first medieval Jews to touch on formal prob- 
lems of ethics was Saadia ben Joseph alFayyumi (882- 
942)7 who wrote a Book of Doctrines and Beliefs at 
Baghdad in the year 933. His work has much the same 
purpose'as Maimonides’ later and better-known Guide for 
the Perplexed. Saadia offers an explanation of the relation 
between reason and faith, for the enlightenment of edu- 
cated Jews who may be puzzled by alleged contradictions 
between what scientists and philosophers say and the 
teachings of the religious Law. Some men have doubts 
because of defects in their sense observation of the facts 
of a problem; others suffer deficiencies in reasoning from 
sense data, either because they do not understand the 
method of reasoning or because they are hasty or neglectful 
in demonstrating their conclusions, Saadia’s theory of 
knowledge and moral psychology are worked out in terms 
of the attempt to remove such sources of doubt. 

He distinguishes two kinds of laws governing human 
conduct: laws of reason and laws of revelation.? He was 
convinced that mankind could have reasoned to a work- 
able code of moral precepts, if divine revelation had not 
conveyed such a guide to men. However, Saadia thinks 
that revelation made it possible’ for men to know their 
obligations more immediately and more accurately than if 
they had been left to use unaided reason. Reason “dic- 
tates” four points that summarize the moral Jaw: (1) one 
must return the kindness of every benefactor in some 
fitting manner; (2) the wise man will refuse to be treated 
with contempt and, with greater reason, a wise God will 
expect to be treated with respect; (3) no one should tres- 
pass on the rights of another by any sort of aggression; and 
(4) it is reasonable to employ a workman and to pay him, 
sunply so that he may earn something. In retrospect, these 
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rules of reason rather obviously apply to man’s relations 
to God as well as to his fellow men. Saadia proceeds to 
list various precepts imposed by God on men (to be just, 
truthful, equitable, and impartial; to avoid homicide, 
adultery, theft, tale-bearing, and trickery in dealing with 
others). Moreover, “the Believer should love his neighbor 
as he loves himself.” These are revealed rules, but “in 
xegard to all the things which He commands us to do, He 
has implanted approval of them in our Reason.”!° He 
would appear to say that, given enough experience of life 
and adequate education of the rational powers, every man 
may “see” his duty. It is a version of deontologistic 
ethical intuitionism, with God’s law to guarantee it from 
on high. 

Saadia knows about hedonism, that some people argue 
that the good is that which causes pleasure. Such a view, 
he claims, ends in manifest contradiction: acts, such as 
rape, which bring pleasure to one person may be quite 
painful to another. “But every theory which involves a self- 
contradiction is invalid.” The revelation and moral guid- 
ance which come through the prophets are needed, how- 
ever, to ensure a certain perfection in mora! behavior. 
Though man is the “center of the universe,” he must recog- 
nize that the Biblical law is eternal and can never be 
abrogated.™! Saadia says that reason confirms his Jewish 
beliefs but does not replace them. 

One of the most important ethical treatises in the 
eleventh-century Jewish tradition was the Fountain of Life. 
Until about the mid-nineteenth century, the author of this 
Fons Vitae, ibn-Gabirol, whom Latin scholars of the Mid- 
dle Ages called Avicebrén, was not known to be a Jew. 
[bn-Gabirol (ca. 1021-1058) wrote in Arabic (as did most 
medieval Jewish philosophers) and was evidently a theist, 


so many readers felt that he might be a Christian, possibly 


Syrian. However, through the research of Solomon Munk 
we now know that the famous and long treatise called 
Fons Vitae (Fountain of Life) in Latin was written by 
an eleventh-century Jew. It is under the strong influence 
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of Neoplatonic emanationism. All things in the universe, 
including men and angels, are compounds of matter and 
forms. God is the Creator but works through Universal 
Will which efficiently produces lower things by a progres- 
sive descent of forms. Man is 2 microcosm in which all 
features of the subhuman world are formally contained .12 
As in any version of Neoplatonism, the good life consists 
in a process of self-perfecting within each man, whereby 
he xenders himself less corporeal and more fitted for 
union with the higher forms. This is not treated at any 
length by ibn-Gabirol but it is clear that education, in- 
tellectual improvement, and good will are requisite to the 
movement back to the source of all. Eventually, the good 
man returns not to God (who is so transcendent that He 
is inaccessible) but to the Universal Will which appears 
to be God’s Power (Virtus). The nature of this Will is 
not clear in the Fons Vitae,18 

Each medieval religious tradition has one thinker who 
bluntly rejects philosophy as a study that is not helpful 
for salvation: Islam has its al-Ghazzali, Christianity its 
St. Bernard, and Judaism is represented by Judah Halevi 
(b. ca. 1080). His Sefer ha-Kuzari is a dialogue in which 
the chief speakers are the King of the Khazars (a convert 
to Judaism) and a learned Rabbi. In the course of their 
discussion two things are brought out that have some bear- 
ing on the history of ethics. First of all, Judah Halevi 
insists that there is no other source of obligation or moxal 
guidance for men than the will of God as conveyed 
through divine law in the Bible.1+ This, then, is a purely 
religious type of morality. Judah Halevi does say that there 
are “rational laws” that are present and needed in every 
society, but that these general principles, as well as the 
more detailed rules of legal and ceremonial behavior 
found in the Old Testament, are all issued by the absolute 
divine will15 In the second place, Judah Halevi taught 
that “intention” is not enough to merit a moral reward: 
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wherever action is possible, “actions must be perfected to 
claim reward.”16 

A more detailed system of morality is found in the 
Duties of the Heart by Bahya ibn Pakuda (eleventh to 
twelfth century). The treatise has ten “gates” (chapters), 
each discussing a distinct duty. Thus, the first duty is to 
recognize God as existent, one, and uncreated; the second 
duty is to meditate on the evidences in creatures of the 
divine wisdom. The third chapter deals with the duty to 
serve God in physical actions, thus stressing with his con- 
temporary, Judah Halevi, that good intentions must be 
completed by good deeds. The remaining nine duties are 
not novel but it soon becomes clear that Bahya sets phi- 
losophy in a much higher place than does Judah Halevi. 
Besides faith in divine revelation, chapter 4 presents three 
other sources of information: sensory observation, intel- 
lectual intuition, and logical inference. In this theory of 
knowledge (which owes something to Saadia), insight into 
the requirements of moral duty falls on the second level, 
that of intellectual intuition. The tenth chapter treats the 
duty to love God and argues that awareness of this 
obligation arises from an innate urge in the mind. Divine 
grace is needed for the perfection of this love but there is 
a natural and philosophical preparation for it. The love 
of God grows in man’s soul “when the believer’s heart 
has been emptied of love of this world and freed from its 
lusts, as a result of perception and understanding.”!* 

The greatest Jewish ethician in the Middle Ages was, 
of course, Maimonides. Born in Cérdoba, Rabbi Moses ben 
Maimon (1135-1204) had a distinguished career in Spain 
before moving to Cairo, where he spent his mature years. 
Maimonides was a rabbi, legal expert, and physician. His 
best-known writing is the Guide for the Perplexed but his 
Mishneh Torah and a Letter on Astrology are also im- 
portant sources for his ethics. He was convinced that the 
rational investigation of morality is incumbent on the edu- 
cated person. 
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Much of Maimonides’ thinking and writing was devoted 
to the problem of the relation between religious belief and 
philosophical rationalism. His best-known work, the Guide 
for the Perplexed, was written to inform Jewish believers 
who were disturbed and in doubt concerning this point 
Although he was quite ready to criticize the “philosophers” 
(Aristotle’s facts are useful, his theories are not), Mai- 
monides had great respect for the life of understanding.2 
The opening pages of the first and second parts of the 
Guide otter an elaborate explanation of the role of divine 
revelation (the law) in contrast with the use of natural 
reason. In sum, he argues that but few men are equipped 
intellectually to probe the depths of metaphysics and 
even among those who can be philosophers, the road to 
philosophical truth is long and paved with errors.19 Mai- 
monides’ acquaintance with the philosophers was broad: 
he knew the teachings of all the major schools of Greek 
philosophy but particularly valued Plato and Aristotle 
Much of his detailed information came through the ency- 
clopedic writings of the Moslem scholars, such as al-Farabi 
and Avicenna. 

The moral psychology used by Maimonides is an adapta- 
tion of Aristotelianism, Man is equipped with cognitive 
and appetitive powers, External sense experience is re- 
tained in imagination. The power of understanding with 
which man is born is minimal: the “hylic” (material) im- 
tellect is little more than the passive capacity of the 
imagination to receive actual understanding from above 
the soul. Study, sense experience, and a righteous moral 
attitude prepare some men for “acquired intellect.”29 
Personal freedom is much prized by Maimonides: “Pree 
will is bestowed on every human being. If one desires to 
turn towards the good way and be righteous, he has the 
power to do so. If one wishes to turn towards the evil way 
and be wicked, he is at liberty to do so.”24 

The ethical views in the third part of the Guide are al- 
most identical with the teaching of the Mishneh Torah, 
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usually called the Code. There is so much discussion of 
the law and its many precepts (as mentioned above, 613 
commandments are enumerated in the rabbinical tradi- 
tion) that one gets the initial impression of a strict 
legalistic ethics. However, this juridical emphasis is 
tempered in Maimonides by the idea that joy and love 
are the proper dispositions for the morally developed per- 
son. Righteousness (sedaqah) and loving-kindness (hesed) 
are more important than formal compliance with rules.2# 
This is evident in a frequently quoted passage from the 
Fundamental Principles of the Torah, Repentance, X: 


Whoever serves God out of love occupies himself 
with the study of the Law and the fulfillment of the 
commandments and walks in the paths of wisdom, 
impelled by no external motive whatsoever, moved 
neither by fear of calamity nor by the desize to ob- 
tain material benefits; such a man does what is truly . 
right because it is truly right, and ultimately, happi- 
ness comes to him as a result of his conduct.?8 


This text shows clearly that we are still dealing with a 
type of ethics which is eudaimonistic. The ultimate end 
of man is happiness or well-being. Both the welfare of the 
body (orderly social intercourse) and the well-being of the 
soul (correct opinions in the multitude concerning their 
capacities} are aimed at in the divine law. 

Moral virtues are, of course, important aids to a good 
life. The doctrine of the mean between extremes of excess 
and defect establishes the right way of feeling and acting. 
Saints may be more scrupulous and incline toward ex- 
treme dispositions but the ordinary person should strive 
to follow a middle path.2* Moral rules are not made to 
cover exceptional people or cases; they are directed to 
“things that occur in the majority of cases.” Maimonides 
seems to admit that natural moral law is knowable to peo- 
ple who have not received divine law but revelation is 
necessary for those who wish to attain to complete personal 
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perfection.?5 It is in the acquisition of the “rational” 
virtues, however, that this highest human perfection lies. 
There are passages in Maimonides that suggest that intel- 
lectual development is all-important, at least for those 
favored few who are highly intelligent and able to secure 
a good education. The following text is but one among 
many such, 


His ultimate perfection is to become rational in 
actuality, I mean to have an intellect in actuality; 
and that is to know everything concerning all the be- 
ings that it is within the capacity of man to know in 
accordance with his ultimate perfection. It is clear 
that this ultimate perfection does not comptise either 
actions or moral habits and that it consists only of 
opinions arrived at through speculation and made 
necessary by investigation 26 


Such a development of theoretical understanding requires 
a4 prior acquisition of moral virtue, and even a moderate 
freedom from bodily discomforts, but it remains specula- 
tive and theoretical in character. This intellectualist tend- 
ency was due in part, at least, to Maimonides’ explanation 
of prophecy. Some men can prepare themselves by study, 
experience, and good moral conduct, to receive an infusion 
of special information into their perfected imaginations, 


Know that the truth and essence of prophecy con- 
sist In its being an emanation from God, the Mighty 
and Majestic, through the mediation of the Active 
Intellect to the rational faculty in the first place and 
thereafter to the imaginative faculty. This is the high- 
est degree of man and the ultimate perfection that 
can exist for his species; and this state is the ulti- 
mate perfection of the imaginative faculty. This is 
something that can in no way exist in every man.27 


Certain judgments of Maimonides on more specific 
moral questions have had an important influence on the 
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history of ethics. He made an influential contribution to 
the theory of mental reservation in his Letter on Apostasy 
(written ca. 11260). In connection with persecutions of 
the Jews by the Moslem community at Fez, he was asked 
whether a Jew might repeat the formula expressing praise 
for Allah as the only God and Mohammed as his Prophet, 
provided the Jew thought in his heart that this prayer was 
not true. With some qualification, Maimonides replied 
that one might do so, under coercion.28 This judgment 
that it is not immoral, under certain circumstances, to 
express something different from what one thinks to be 
true, was taken over by various Christian Scholastic ethi- 
cians and developed into the theory of mental reservation. 

Concerning the view of the astrologers that a man’s life 
is determined by the position of the stars at the time of 
his birth, Maimonides vigorously rejects such fatalism and 
argues that both religion and Greek philosophy support 
the personal freedom of every man to work out his own 
destiny.2® He was well aware of the difference between 
scientific astronomy and the pseudoscience of astrology. 
Similar reasonableness is indicated in Maimonides’ views 
on ascetic practices. For the average man, he advised mod- 
eration in this axea, as in all others. 


The Sages accordingly enjoined us that we should 
only refrain from that which the Torah has expressly 
withdrawn from our use. No one should, by vows 
and oaths, inhibit to himself the use of things per- 
mitted, ‘Do not the prohibitions of the Torah suffice 
thee,’ say our Sages, ‘that thou addest others for thy- 
self?” Our wise men prohibited self-mortification by 
fasting 3° 


There is no question that Maimonides’ ethics is a ver- 
sion of theological approbatism. Man’s moral obligations 
stem ultimately from divine law. Such law is not the ar- 
bitrary expression of God’s will: it springs from divine 


105 


PATRISTIC AND MEDIEVAL THEORIES 


wisdom, as well as divine will, and is the essence of fair- 
ness and reasonableness.*1 

After Maimonides there were other medieval Jewish 
ethicians of secondary importance. Hillel ben Samuel 
(1220-1295) commented on and defended the views of 
Maimonides. His chief treatise was The Rewards of the 
Soul (Tagmule ha-Nefesh). He does not diverge from the 
teaching of his master. At the beginning of the fourteenth 
century, Levi ben Gerson (Gersonides, 1288-1344) pro- 
duced a treatise in Hebrew, Milhamot Adonai (Wars of 
the Lord), which touches on ethical questions in its 
eatly, psychological section, Hasdai ben Abraham Crescas 
(1340-1410) showed some interest in ethics in Or Adonai 
(Light of the Lord). Czescas opposed the use of Aristo- 
telian philosophy in Jewish schools, while Gersonides fa- 
yored it.82 

A very interesting treatise was written in fifteenth- 
century Spain by Joseph Albo (ca, 1380-1444). This was 
the Sefer ha-ikkarim (Book of Principles). Its fifth chapter 
accords mote importance to natural law than Maimonides 
had wanted. This natural law is required to preserve jus- 
tice in all human societies and to eliminate wrongdoing. 
As Albo saw it: 


This order [in society] would comprise protection 
against murder, theft, robbery, and the like, and in 
general, whatever would preserve the political associa- 
tion and arrange it so that people might live in a 
proper manner. This order the wise men called by the 
name of natural law—that is to say, that it is some- 
thing that man needs in respect of his nature~ 
whether it is ordered by a wise man or by a prophet.38 


He further argues (chapter 6) that divine law is also nec- 
essary to lead people to the attainment of happiness, His 
very systematic treatment of various types of laws (divine, 
natural, and conventional) suggests that Albo may have 
borrowed some things from the Latin writers of his period. 


106 


MEDIEVAL JEWISH AND MOSLEM. ETHICS 


With his work, the story of Jewish ethics in the Middle 
Ages comes to a close. 


Islamic Ethics in the Middle Ages 


Before the Prophet Mohammed (ca. 571-632 A.D.) 
founded the religion of Islam there were some learned 
Christians writing in Persian, Arabic, or related languages, 
who helped to preserve and translate Greek ethical writ- 
ings. This Syrian Christian activity continued throughout 
the Middle Ages. In the ninth century, for instance, 
Hunain ibn-Ishaq translated Porphyry’s Commentary on 
the Nicomachean Ethics into Arabic. Both the Greek and 
Arabic versions of this Commentary are now lost but some- 
thing of its content is preserved in Moslem ethical trea- 
tises.84 The Jacobite Christian, Yahya ibn-Adi (d. 974 
AD.), wrote an ethical treatise entitled The Correction of 
the Dispositions (Tahdhib al-Akhlaq) that was an epitome 
of Greek moral thought; it served as a source for later Mos- 
lem writers, such as Miskawaihi®® As late as the thir- 
teenth century we find a Syrian Christian, Gregortus Abu 
al-Faraj (known to the Latins as Abulfaragius and Bar- 
Hebraeus), producing a moral treatise (Book of the Dove) 
and a work entitled Ethikon (written in 1278) which 
incorporated much of the ethical teaching from al- 
Ghazzahi’s Ihya al-Ulum.®* Little historical work has been 
done on this school of Syrian ethical scholars but it is 
suspected that they knew classical writings no longer ex- 
tant today in the original.§7 

Early in the seventh century the Koran (Quran) ap- 
peared as the writing of the Moslem religion. According 
to Moslem belief, it was divinely revealed to Mohammed 
through the angel Gabriel. Mohammed was regarded as 
the last and greatest of the prophets: his chief predeces- 
sors were Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. As a 
prophetic religion, Islam occasioned many studies—reli- 
gious, psychological, and philosophical—of the act of 
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prophecy. From the ninth century onward, an important 
school of philosophers associated with Islam developed. 
There were many more Moslem “scholastic” philosophers 
than there were Jewish philosophers in this period. And 
long before Latin Christians had translations of the key 
works of the major Greek cthicians the Mohammedan 
teachers were familiar with these classics. The moral code 
of duties imposed in the Koran included five basic obli- 
gations: (1) to profess the faith daily; (2) to pray five 
times in every twenty-four hours, facing Mecca; (3) to 
give alms to the poor; (4) to fast from dawn to dusk in 
the holy month of Ramadan; and (5) to make a pilgrim- 
age to Mecca once in one’s life. Teaching and discussion 
of these and other religious duties induced Moslem teach- 
ers to investigate the grounds and nature of moral judg- 
ment and obligation. Their study of prophecy contributed 
to the growth of remarkable analyses of the psychic func- 
tions of man,38 

In the ninth century a theological movement called the 
kalam (“word” or “speech”) developed within Islamic 
thought: this is the school of thinkers called Loquentes in 
later Latin treatises. These Moslem theologians gave a 
place to both reason and faith, and they differed from the 
stricter interpreters of the Koran in affirming the freedom 
of man, the justice of Allah, and in denying rigid pre- 
destination. A certain appreciation of the possibilities of 
philosophy stemmed from this school. We find al-Kindi 
(ca. 796-866), for instance, writing treatises in the ninth 
century on nearly all the problems of classical philosophy. 
Within a few decades, Mohammed ibn-Zakariya al-Razi 
(865-925) wrote two ethical treatises which gave a very 
important role to natural yeasoning. Using the Platonic 
psychology of the tripartite soul, al-Razi argued that rea- 
son should control the passions and the virtue of justice 
should balance the interests of all three parts. Moderation 
is stressed as the keynote to a good moral character. The 
problem of telling a lie is already taken as an example of 
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the influence of intention on moral activity. Al-Razi de- 
cided that a lie is bad, if directed to a bad purpose.®® 

Though these thinkers made important contributions to 
Islamic philosophy, the first really great Islamic philoso- 
pher was al-Farabi (d. 950). He studied in Baghdad under 
the Christian teacher Yuhanna ibn-Haylan (a Syrian), 
who was a link with the traditions of the earlier school at 
Alexandria. The writings of al-Farabi are encyclopedic in 
scope and character and they were used for the next four 
centuries, not only by Moslems but also by Jews and Chris- 
tians, as sources of information concerning the philoso- 
phies of Aristotle, Plato, and other Greek schools.*9 

Plato’s Republic and Laws are of primary importance 
in the practical philosophy of al-Farabi. He tries, however, 
to effect a harmony between Platonism and Aristotelian- 
ism, One view which he finds in both is the notion that 
ethics is but a part of the architectonic science of politics. 
In the fifth chapter of the Enumeration of the Sciences, 
al-Farabi lists three practical sciences: politics, jurispru- 
dence, and theology (kalam). This does not mean a down- 
grading of ethics. He simply sees the moral life of man as 
but one aspect of political and religious life. Good and 
bad actions are distinguished to the extent that they pro- 
mote or hamper the attainment of happiness. It is in a 
future life, after the death of the body, that true happi- 
ness may be achieved. As al-Farabi expresses it: “Distin- 
guishing the actions and ways of life, it [political science] 
explains that the ones through which true happiness is 
attained are the goods, the noble things, and the virtues, 
while the rest are the evils, the base things, and the im- 
perfections.”44 

From Aristotle and al-Kindi comes a complicated the- 
ory of the stages of human understanding which, with 
modifications in Avicenna and Averroés, continues to 
ground the moral psychology of medieval Aristotelianism 
up to the thirteenth century. As Aristotle did in his De 
Anima, al-Farabi distinguished sense perception from in- 
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tellection. Sensation zeceives impressions from individual 
aspects of bodies, these “phantasies” are retained in sen- 
sory memory; eventually sense experience provides a prepa- 
ration for personal understanding of the universal mean- 
ings of the objects experienced through the senses, The 
power of understanding with which man is born is, for 
al-Farabi, ‘aq! hayulani (intellectus materialis), the pas- 
sive potency to receive understanding. Above all men there 
exists a higher Intelligence which is always knowing; this 
is the ‘aql fa‘al, the Dispenser of Forms (Dator Formarum, 
in the Latin versions). We have here an interpretation of 
the two intellects (potential and agent) that are obscurely 
described in Aristotle’s De Anima (UI, 4-5). When the 
passive power of understanding is informed from above by 
the Dispenser of Forms, man’s soul achieves actual under- 
standing, ‘aqi bi’l-’l (intellectus in actu). One is in. this 
actuated condition when actually thinking of the conclu- 
sion to a theorem in geometry, for instance. Actual under- 
standing of any given universal notion is. but temporary: 
even Einstein could not always think about one universal 
truth. So, the basic power of understanding, after being 
actuated, reverts to: an intermediate state from which it 
may more easily and promptly be actuated the next time; 
this state of habitual understanding is called ‘aql bil 
malaka (intellectus in habitu). It is the way in which all 
higher learning, skills in arts and sciences, remain in man’s 
soul; habitual understanding is intellectual memory, sci- 
ence, wisdom. Other stages of the basic power of under- 
standing are distinguished by al-Farabi and his followers 
in psychology. There is, for instance, that special skill that 
enables some people to teach others; and there is an even 
higher intellectual perfection, which enables a few men 
to receive and transmit special information from above, 
concerning future events, the higher meaning of the sa- 
cred writings, and so on: this is the understanding of the 
prophet. From the point of view of ethics, al-Farabi’s the- 
ory of the stages of human understanding is of primary 
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importance. Since it implies that even rather ordinary men 
are informed from above, from a higher Intelligence, con- 
cerning the meaning of items such as happiness, virtue, 
goodness, and so on, this teaching suggests that the stand- 
ards of ethical judgment have a suprahuman origin which 
is, nevertheless, not outside the realm of nature. The su- 
prahuman Dispenser of Forms is not Allah but simply a 
higher kind of spirit, an angel. In some versions of the 
theory, this Intelligence is identified with the Mind of the 
Prophet, Mohammed.#? 

It is in the light of the foregoing that we must interpret 
al-Farabi’s account of the attainment of happiness. His 
view of the personal perfection of man is thoroughly in- 
tellectualistic. There are five generic faculties in man: 
theoretical reason, practical reason, appetitive power, 
imagination, sensory power. “Happiness, which only man 
can know and perceive, is known by the theoretical-rational 
faculty and by none of the remaining faculties.”48 Educa- 
tion is for the few who can profit from it; they are people 
with the capacity to become happy. 

A similar ethical teaching is found in the work of al- 
Ameri (d. 992). His book On Seeking and Causing Happi- 
ness has not been translated but the editor of the original 
text reports in his introduction that it combines the moral 
positions of Plato and Aristotle.4# 

The outstanding Moslem ethician before the thirteenth 
century was Ahmad ibn-Muhammad-ibn Yaqub Miska- 
waihi (932-1030). His Tahdhib al-Akhlaq (Correction of 
the Dispositions) has been printed many times and is still 
influential in the Islamic schools. He is not well known 
outside his own culture. Like the other early Mohamme- 
dan thinkers that have been mentioned, Miskawaihi was 
from the east; he served as a librarian at Shiraz and Ray, 
in what is now Iran. 

In his psychology, Miskawaihi distinguished three fac- 
ulties of the human soul: (1) the. power to exercise 
thought (aL-fikr), discrimination (al-tamyiz), and obser- 
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vation (nazar); (2) the power which gives rise to an- 
ger (al-ghadab), firmness (al-najda), and initiative (al- 
iqdam); and (3) the power of sensual desire (dl-shahwa) 
for food, sexual pleasure, and similar goods.*® Obviously, 
these powers are the equivalents of reason, and irascible 
and concupiscible appetites, in the terminology of con- 
temporary Latin thinkers in the Aristotelian tradition. 
Chapter 3 of Miskawaihi’s Tahdhib offers an almost ver- 
batim .passage from a work of Aristotelian origin called 
Fadd’il al-Nafs. This would seem to be the De Virtutibus 
et vittis composed by some follower in the later Greek 
school of Aristotle. A pupil of the Syrian translator, 
Hunain ibn-Ishaq, named abu-Uthman al-Dimishqi (809- 
877), had translated the Aristotelian treatise into Arabic. 

Miskawaihi uses his theory of three powers or parts of 
the soul to expound a teaching on the four virtues—wis- 
dom (hikma), purity (‘iffa), courage (al-shajda), right- 
eousness (‘adala)—that is close to that in Plato’s Repub- 
lic, Book IV.4* He then distinguishes seven “species” of 
practical wisdom: acuteness of intelligence, quickness of 
intellect, clearness of understanding, facility of acquisi- 
tion, precise discrimination, retention, and recoilection. 
This is followed by a description of eleven species of cour- 
age, twelve species of temperance, and nineteen species of 
justice. We are obviously in the midst of a typical Aris- 
totelian exposition of the “parts” of each of the cardinal 
virtues. There are dozens of virtues (fada’il) and vices 
(radh@il)}, Virtue is a mean between extremes of vice. 
The fifth chapter of Miskawaihi’s Tahdhib offers an analy- 
sis of different types of love. Man’s ultimate end is happi- 
ness. This complete good is that to which all men aspire: 
health, wealth, fame, honor, success, and right thinking. 
Some degree of this happiness is attainable in this life; 
Miskawaihi is not as completely otherworldly as some of 
his colleagues.47 However, he insists that divine justice 
is supreme in the realm of morals. It is a religious ethics 
that has incorporated a good deal of Greek naturalism. 
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Avicenna, abu-‘Al al-Husayn ibn-Abdallah ibn-Sina 
(980-1037), was the greatest of the Eastern school of 
Moslem philosophers. An almost universal genius, poet, 
medical doctor, theologian, lawyer, this man would be 
ranked by many historians with the ten greatest philoso- 
phers of all time. The year 1952 marked the millennium 
of his birth, according to Moslem chronology, and wit- 
nessed the publication of many studies of the life and 
thought of Avicenna. His Shifa (Book of Healing) is an 
encyclopedic work treating all the branches of speculative 
knowledge available in the eleventh century. Its four parts 
cover respectively logic, physics, mathematics, and meta- 
physics. Ethics receives only occasional mention. The Najat 
(Salvation) is a shorter version of the Shifa. It was the 
Shifa that was translated into medieval Latin and which 
gave Christian scholars some idea of the riches of Moslem 
learning, particularly in the fields of psychology, physi- 
ology, and physics. 

The psychology of Avicenna was a development of the 
same basic Aristotelianism that we encountered in al- 
Farabi. His analysis of the human soul and its functions 
is found in the sixth book of the Physics section of the 
Shifa; it became known in Latin as Liber Sextus Natu- 
rdlium, or simply De Anima.4® Five internal senses are 
distinguished by Avicenna: common sense, phantasy, cogi- 
tative (imaginative), estimative, and memorative (De 
Anima, I, cap. 5). In the functions of cogitation and esti- 
mation man knows and makes judgments of a particular- 
ized sort concerning individual bodies and their concrete 
meanings. Thus, if a man were attacked by a snarling dog 
and came up with the decision “This animal is dangerous 
to me,” he would make this judgment in his estimative 
power, not in his intellect. Understanding for Avicenna, 
as for most Aristotelians, looks to universal objects only.. 
He did not put much emphasis on the ethical significance 
of this teaching but it had a profound influence on Latin 
Scholasticism. In the thirteenth century, ethics as a science 
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of universal judgments concerning human conduct was 
kept quite distinct from the habit of prudent reasoning 
about one’s own concrete problems of morality. The latter 
involves judgments made in “particular reason” (an inter- 
nal sense power to cogitate under the general direction of 
the rules of intellectual reasoning). Avicenna is, in good 
part, the source of this position.*® 

Part of Avicenna’s ethical position is discernible from 
his writings on the mystical life. One such work is the 
Story of Hajj Son of Yaqzan.®° This enigmatic description 
of Moslem mysticism has recently been shown to involve 
most of the philosophical teachings of Avicenna.®! Briefly, 
man’s soul starts on a journey and encounters a guide 
named Hayy (living) son of Yaqzan (awake). This guide 
seems to be the Universal Agent Intelligence. Man’s soul 
is conducted to various places in the West (the realm of 
matter) and in the East (the realm of form). Various 
temptations are encountered by the soul in its quest for 
knowledge and peace; it struggles with external and intex- 
nal impediments; a variety of helps are provided it. Fi- 
nally, it reaches the King, is enraptured with admiration 
and love, and achieves an ineffable peace.5? The meaning 
of the work is veiled in symbolism and romantic imagery. 

Perhaps this is the “ethics” of Avicenna. He obviously 
thinks that there are two classes of people: the many un- 
learned and material-minded, the few who are educated 
and spiritual-minded. The souls of the many face down- 
ward to the world of sensory images: for such people it is 
good to follow the guidance of an imam, a spiritual and 
religious leader, In the case of the intellectual elite, their 
souls face in a different direction and are ordered to a 
higher perfection. What is good for them is the acquisi- 
tion and development of personal understanding, a proc- 
ess which begins with the study of science, philosophy, and 
religious teachings, in this life~and which continues to 
develop in a future life, in the company of the angels and 
the divine presence. As he says, “Through this science [eth- 
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ics] one knows how man ought to be in his moral habits 
and his actions so as to lead a happy life here and in the 
hereafter. This part is contained in Aristotle’s book on 
ethics.”68 

Ta the Eastern school, the last great personality in me- 
dieval Islam was al-Ghazzali, abu-Hamid Muhammad 
(1059-1111). He came to be known in Latin as Algazel. 
This man was generally critical and suspicious of pagan 
philosophy. His Tahafut al-Falasifa was a vigorous refu- 
tation of twenty philosophical conclusions, mostly taken 
from Avicenna, Al-Ghazzali’s autobiographical Deliverance 
from Error5+ tells how he studied the philosophers and 
decided that their views were not in accord with Moslem 
teachings. This negative aspect of his doctrine is usually 
emphasized in histories of philosophy. Other works of al- 
Ghazzali show him as one of the greatest of Mohammedan 
theologians, by no means an obscurantist but much con- 
cerned to preserve the original spirit of the Koran. The 
Thya al-Ulum al-Din (Revivification of the Religious Sci- 
ences) and the Risalat al-Laduniyya (Inspired Treatise) 
show that he was in the early twelfth century the “best 
known writer on ethical subjects.”55 

The Risalat offered ten rules of personal conduct: (1) 
maintain a good intention; (2) aim to serve Allah only; 
(3) conform to truth; (4) oppose procrastination; (5) 
avoid innovation and follow established practice; (6) cul- 
tivate humility toward others; (7) seek salvation through 
faith, fear, and hope; (8) pray devoutly; (9) banish all 
but Allah from your heart; (10) seek the knowledge that 
leads to the vision of Allah.®* This is a purely religious 
ethic in which values such as gratitude, repentance, trust, 
and fear of God are stressed in a manner quite foreign to 
the moral philosophy of the Greeks.®7 For al-Ghazzali all 
ethical problems can be answered by consulting the will 
of Allah as revealed in the Koran and as interpreted by 
orthodox theologians. This is theological approbative eth- 
ics at its purest. 
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In his discussion of lying,®§ al-Ghazzali used an exam- 
ple that appears in many later treatments of the same 
problem, notably that of Immanuel Kant. 


Understand that falsehood in speech (al-kidhb) is 
not forbidden (haram) in itself, but because of such 
injury as may be in it to the speaker, or to others. 
.. . Maimun ibn al-Mohr said that falsehood is at 
some times better than truth (dl-sidq). For example, 
if you see that a man is trying to fall upon another 
man with a sword in order to kill him, that he has 
entered the gate and has come to you and has said, 
‘Have you seen such a person?’ You will not say, ‘I 
have seen him,’ but you will say, ‘I have not seen 
him.’ This type of falsehood is required, for we say 
that speech is but a means to an end. 


In addition to the interest of the illustration, this pas- 
sage shows the forthright position of a Moslem theologian 
who thinks that, in this problem, the end does justify the 
means, 

Al-Ghazzali’s influence in ethics extended beyond his 
century and outside his religious culture. In the thirteenth- 
century Ethikon by Bat-Hebraeus there is a series of chap- 
ters (on the soul, its training, wantonness, the tongue, 
anger and envy, worldly desires, avarice, hypocrisy, pride 
and boasting) that parallel ten chapters in al-Ghazzali’s 
Thya.5® 

Another Persian moralist contemporary with al-Ghazzali 
but with a different notion of the happy life was Omar 
Khayyam (d. ed. 1123). His poems, gathered under the 
title Rubdiydt, have provided in the English paraphrase 
by Edward FitzGerald (1859) one of the most quoted 
expressions of ethical hedonism. 


A book of Verses underneath the Bough, 
A jug of Wine, a Loaf of Bread—and Thou 
Beside me singing in the Wilderness— 

Oh, Wilderness were Paradise enowl 
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Some for the Glories of This World; and some 
Sigh for the Prophet’s Paradise to come; 

Ah, take the Cash, and let the Credit go, 
Nor heed the rumble of a distant Drum! 


A member of the sufi sect, Omar was not an epicurean 
ethician but used lyrical imagery to convey his mystical 
and somewhat pessimistic views.®¢ 

Western Islamic philosophy centered in southern Spain. 
One of the first ethical treatises was written there by ibn- 
Hazm, abu-Muhammad Ali ibn-Ahmad iba-Sa‘id (994- 
1064). This was the Kitab al-Akhlaq Wa-l-Siyar (Book of 
Dispositions). Just as “ethics” comes from a Greek word 
(ethos) meaning custom or habitual disposition, and 
“morals” from a Latin word (moris} with the same mean- 
ing, so does the Arabic akhlag have the same meaning, 
and it has come to be used for the discipline of ethics. 
Tbn-Hazm’s work is a moral essay advising zealous study 
in order to develop a spirit of repose, good manners and 
conduct, friendliness, and practical honesty in dealing 
with others.®t It contains information on how to heal 
broken characters and how to profit from study sessions. 

More influential was ibn-Bajjah, abu-Bakr Muhammad 
ibn-Yahya (ca. 1087-1138), known in Latin as Avempace. 
He was learned on many subjects (music, medicine, as- 
tronomy, mathematics, as well as all divisions of philoso- 
phy) but most interested in moral philosophy. He knew 
the major works of Aristotle quite well, including the Ni- 
comachean Ethics. For the unlearned, ibn-Bajjah had no 
concern; their interests are base. His treatise Governance 
of the Solitary is directed to the cultured Moslem who had 
time and ability to study philosophy. 


The man of wisdom is therefore necessarily a man 
who is virtuous and divine. Of every kind of activity, 
he takes up the best only... . When he achieves 
the final end—that is, when he understands simple es- 
sential intellects, which are mentioned in the Meta- 
physics, On the Soul, and On Sense and the Sensible 
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—he then becomes one of these intellects. It would be 
right to cali him simply divine.®? 


With ibn-Bajjah, we are obviously in an ethics that is Aris- 
totelian and intellectualistic. Human actions are clearly 
distinguished from nonvoluntary, animal functions. Appe- 
tition is quite different from cognition. Right opinion 
based on the study of speculative philosophy (note the 
metaphysical and psychological works of Aristotle men- 
tioned in the quotation) is the norm of ethical judg- 
ment.68 

In the short work Fi ittisal al‘aql bi-l-insan (On the 
Union between the Intellect and Man), ibn-Bajjah used 
the term ittisal to name that conjunction (which is cog- 
nitive, moral, and ontological) between the internal sense 
power of a man (prepared by the acquisition of phantasms 
and by study) and that separate Agent Intelligence which 
dwells in the sphere of the moon and is available to all 
humans as a source of actual understanding. This is fun- 
damentally an intellectual perfection. It is necessary for 
any real advance on the road to happiness.®* 

Less Aristotelian but open to the value of practical phi- 
losophy is the Spanish Moslem, ibn-Tufail, abu-Bakr Mu- 
hammad ibn-‘Abd-al-Malik (ea. 1100-1185), known to the 
West as Abubacer, His only known work is a sort of philo- 
sophical novel bearing the same title as Avicenna’s mysti- 
cal treatise, Hayy ibn Yaqzan. Ibn-Tufail starts his much 
longer story with the solitary birth of a boy on a deserted 
island. Unaided by other humans, this child learns to care 
for himself and to deal with his material environment. 
From the death of a gazelle that had helped to mother 
him, Hayy grasps the notion that a life spirit has departed 
from this dead animal. Observing the epward movement 
of flame suggests that this hot vapor may have some kin- 
ship with the principle of life and that it strives to rise 
into the celestial regions. He meditates on his own body- 
spirit constitution and rises to the thought of a Perfect 
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Being. Eventually he meets two humans from a neighbor- 
ing island and gets some experience of social life. He 
comes to realize that most men “are like irrational ani- 
tals” but that “all wisdom, guidance to the right path, 
and good fortune reside in the utterances of the apostles 
of God and what is set forth by religious Law.”6> There 
is also the implication at the end of this romance that 
there is a secret meaning to the story and that men of 
intelligence will know what it is. 

The story has fascinated people through the ensuing 
centuries and has been read in many languages. Apart 
from its obvious literary influences the story of Hayy was 
an important source of inspiration for the greatest Moslem 
thinker of the West, Averroés, and probably affected the 
thought of radical Aristotelians in the Latin schools of the 
thirteenth century, such as Arnold of Brescia and Siger of 
Brabant. When the Bishop of Paris, Etienne Tempier, con- 
demned as religious errors (in 1277) two propositions say- 
ing that happiness is attainable in this life through the 
intellectual and moral virtues, he was objecting to a posi- 
tion originally taken by ibn-Tufail. The implication of the 
story of Hayy is that “the philosopher, left to his inner 
light, is capable of attaining to supreme Dliss.”¢* More 
amazing is the claim that ibn-Tufail was an inspiration to 
George Fox (1624-1691), the founder of the Quakers.67 

The greatest Aristotelian scholar in the history of Islam 
was Averroés: he was named the Commentator (on Atis- 
totle), even in the Christian writings of the later Middle 
Ages. Ibn-Rushd, abu-al-Walid Muhammad ibn-Ahmad 
(1126-1198), wrote commentaries of three types (epit- 
ome, middle, and long) on most of the major writings 
of Aristotle. Averroés was not as interested in ethics as in 
speculative philosophy and produced only a middle com- 
mentary on the Nicomachean Ethics. This is extant in 
Hebrew and Latin versions but not in the original Arabic. 
His explanation of Aristotelian ethics follows the original 
closely and need not be detailed here. 
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Averroés’ more personal treatises have some bearing on 
ethics. The Fas! al-maqal (Decisive Treatise) deals with 
the problem of the role of philosophy in the studies and 
life of a learned Moslem. He was accused, from the thir- 
teenth century onward, of teaching the doctrine of the 
“double truth”: that a conclusion may be true according 
to reason but false according to religious belief, or vice 
versa. Modem historians point out that he actually re- 
jected such a view.88 Throughout the Decisive Treatise, 
Averroés insists that al-Ghazzali did not understand the 
peripatetic philosophers and was mistaken in his condem- 
nation of them.®® He argues that the study of philosophy 
is quite useful for those intelligent enough to profit from 
it and that it is, indeed, obligatory in the religious law. 


Since all this is now established, and since we, the 
Muslim community, hold that this divine Law of ours 
is true, and that it is this Law that incites and sum- 
mons us to the happiness that consists in the. knowl- 
edge of God, Mighty and Majestic, and of His crea- 
tion, that [end] is appointed fox every Muslim by the 
method of assent that his temperament and nature 
require.74 


Some men, he proceeds to explain, base their assent on 
demonstrative reasoning: philosophy is useful to them, of 
course. A second kind of men are convinced by dialectical 
arguments, and a third type reach assent through rhetorical 
arguments. For each the appropriate arguments may be 
used by religious teachers; without question Averroés 
places the first kind of men in the highest place. He is 
simply saying that, where it can, faith should seek under- 
standing. 

There has been a great deal of controversy as to whether 
Averroés denied or supported personal immortality for 
man. He interpreted Aristotle’s De Anima much as al- 
Farabi and Avicenna had. However, where Avicenna 
seemed to grant a potential power of understanding to 
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each human soul at birth, Averroés is rather definite in 
saying that the highest cognitive potency that man has at 
birth is the cogitative power (fikr), which is not the same 
as Avicenna’s estimative. Whether the Averroistic cogita- 
tive is originally an intellect or merely sensory is a dis- 
puted point.74 Those who read Averroés as saying that, 
at birth, man is little more than a beast, conelude that he 
denied personal immortality for all except those few who 
merit everlasting life by study and good behavior. Actu- 
ally, the Decisive Treatise states that the knowledge “of 
happiness and misery in the next life” is available to each 
of the three classes of men named above.’ He did think, 
then, that philosophic demonstration of the future life for 
the individual person is possible. For Averroés, as for most 
Mohammedan ethicians in the Middle Ages, the good life 
culminates in a personal union in actual understanding 
with the Agent Intelligence, which is always knowing and 
offering information to men.%8 

The most representative treatise on ethics by a medieval 
Moslem philosopher was the Akhlaqi Nasiri (The Nasi- 
rean Ethics), written in Persia about the yeat 1235 A.D. 
The author, Nasir ad-Din Tusi (1201-1274), was a scholar 
and man of affairs in thirteenth-century Persia. It must 
be admitted that Nasir was not a great speculative mind 
but he did write a work which gives “a conspectus of most 
of the significant moral and intellectual preoccupations of 
the medieval Islamic world.”74 His book is actually an 
exposition of the three traditional divisions of Aristote- 
lian practical philosophy: ethics (morality of individual 
conduct), economics (right and wrong in family life), and 
politics (moral direction of the state). Most of the fol- 
lowing analysis will be confined to the ethical theory in 
Nasir’s first Discourse. 

In the first division of Discourse One,: Nasir describes 
the three souls present in man: vegetative, animal, and 
human. The vegetative soul has three basic faculties, the 
nutritive, augmentative, and generative powers. The ani- 
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mal soul has two generic faculties: organic perception and 
voluntary motion. The first is divided into two sets of 
subfaculties: (1) external senses—sight, hearing, smell, 
taste, touch; (2) internal senses, which are common sense, 
fantasy, reflection, estimation, and recollection. Voluntary 
motion is assigned two sub-faculties: concupiscible and 
irascible powers. The human soul has one generic faculty, 
rationality, which apprehends without an organ and dis- 
criminates among the objects thus known. Rationality is 
subdivided into speculative intelligence, through which 
one knows existent beings and various types of intelligible 
objects; and practical intelligence, through which one di- 
tects the control of objects, distinguishes good from evil 
actions, and exercises discovery in the sphere of the arts. 
There is no special faculty called will; volition on the level 
of desire and emotional reaction to irritants and dangers 
are the functions of the concupiscible and irascible pow- 
ers of the animal soul; volition, which is expressive of ra- 
tional motivation and choice, is the function of practical 
intelligence. 

Nasir next describes: (1) faculties whose operations 
come under control of will and reason and that lead to 
meritorious effort; (2) faculties whose functions work by 
nature and receive no added perfection from their use. 
The first kind are obviously the sort of actions that would 
be called voluntary by Nasir’s Latin contemporaries; these 
are the operations that are ethically interesting. Three of 
the previously listed faculties initiate acts of this ethi- 
cal kind: rationality, concupiscible power, and_irascible 
power. Through the concupiscible one experiences attrac- 
tion for benefits, or pleasures (food, drinks, women); 
through the irascible a person reacts to injuries, faces 
perils, yearns for authority and fame. 

In the fourth section of the first discourse, Nasir intro- 
duces the basis for the discrimination between good and 
evil. Even the vegetative soul has the ability, he explains, 
to be attracted to the wholesome and to shake off the un- 
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wholesome. One date palm may show affection for another 
tree! It is in brute animals, however, that one finds a cer- 
tain voluntariness and the power to sense. Similarly, the 
distinguishing features of human acts are their ranks of 
perfection determined according to volition (irada) and 
reason (ru’yat). It is possible that the latter term simply 
means cogitation or mental perception.’ 

Next, Nasir describes three levels of human perfection: 
(1) that of people skilled in the mechanical arts and the 
use of instruments; (2) that of peopie skilled in knowl- 
edge, the sciences, and virtues; and (3) that of persons 
skilled in receiving knowledge of truths and laws from 
above. Man is originally stationed in a middle position, 
able to go up or down. To know what to do, most people 
need guidance from prophets, philosophers, and other wise 
teachers. The wise man is called rational, which signifies: 


the faculty of perceiving intelligibles and the power 
of distinction and reason, by which one discriminates 
between fair and foul, reprehensible and praise- 
worthy, and disposes of them according to the will. 
It is on account of this faculty that Man’s actions 
are divided into good and bad, and fair and foul, and 
that he is characterized by felicity or affliction, as 
against the other animals and the plants. Thas, who- 
ever applies this faculty properly, and by will and 
endeavour reaches that virtue towards which he was 
directed at creation, such a one is good and blissful; 
but one who neglects to tend that property, either 
by striving in an opposite direction or by sloth and 
aversion, is evil and afflicted.76 


At this point, Nasir approximates a “right reason” theory 
of ethics, not far removed from the contemporary views of 
Christian moralists in the Latin tradition. 

The difference between the theoretical faculty and its 
speculative perfection aud the practical faculty with its 
perfection in activity is further discussed in the sixth sec- 
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tion, Both speculative and practical perfection are needed 
for felicity: “Theory without practice is abortive, and prac- 
tice without theory is absurd.” The most sublime happi- 
ness is found in the divine Presence. Nasir is very critical 
of hedonism, whether directed to sensual pleasure in this 
world or the next: people who cherish such a goal “are the 
companions of the dog and the pig.” Two moral feelings 
promote good moral judgment, shame occasioned by the 
unfitting and love of a fair action. 

At times, Nasir is concerned to show that his ethics is 
in accord with the teachings of the Koran. Thus he cites 
passages in the sacred writings to show that his threefold 
division of souls is supported by the religious doctrine of 
the Imperative, Reproachful, and Peaceful souls. He is 
well aware that Plato’s Republic has much the same di- 
vision of psychic parts. In other places Nasir echoes some 
teaching of Aristotle: “Every action is in order to attain a 
purpose,” for instance. Or, the “Absolute Good” is that to 
which all men must aim. The attainment of future felicity 
“Gs vested in reason and the intelligence.” Long passages 
are quoted almost verbatim from the Tahdhib al-Akhlaq of 
Miskawaihi.77 

The second division of Discourse One is devoted to 
Ends. The three moral faculties are again described, with 
the enumeration of many species of virtue perfecting each. 
‘These virtues are habitual dispositions that serve as means 
to the achievement of good ends. He has the doctrine of 
the mean: “Every virtue is, so to speak, a middle-point.” 
As a science, ethics is “to give fundamental principles and 
tules, not to calculate particulars.”78 Rather specific moral 
questions are treated in connection with the virtues of 
temperance and courage, Suicides, for instance, are judged 
to be cowards. 

In the seventh section of the second division, Nasir dis- 
cusses justice and stresses the idea that its central no- 
tion is equivalence (the Aristotelian “equity,” epietkeia). 
Other types of justice are distributive, commutative, and 
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legal. Nasir even claims that the Nicomachean Ethies 
teaches that the greatest law may be from God. 

Intellectual union of the soul with Truth (ittisal) is 
the end of the cultured and perfected man, viewed sub- 
jectively. Various sorts of felicity are discussed, bodily, 
psychic, and civic. This portion of the treatise parallels 
the discussion of goods of the body, soul, and society, in 
the tenth book of the Nicomachean Ethics. 

Moral vices are described as “sicknesses of the soul.” 
There are many more of them than there are virtues, for 
there is an indefinite number of ways of going wrong. Nasir 
cites Master Miskawaihi to show that it is not reasonable 
to grieve at the death of relatives. Suppose a certain prince 
and all his descendants were to remain alive for four hun- 
dred years. They would number more than ten million 
people in this one family! The surface of the habitable 
earth would not permit them space to stand. Eventually, 
they would have to stand on each other’s heads. Thinking 
on something like this shows how ignorant and absurd it 
is to wish that people would live forever.7° Obviously, the 
possibility of overpopulation of the earth did occur to me- 
dieval thinkers. 

There is a sort of humorous and even earthy quality to 
Nasir’s examples and conclusions that served to make his 
work popular. He cites al-Ghazzali to the effect that the 
concupiscible faculty is like a revenue agent, inclined to 
take everything. To men whose attention is wont to stray 
from their wives to other women, Nasir points out that all 
women are basically xather similar: why not be satisfied 
with what you have at home? On the same subject, in the 
second discourse (which deals with problems of family 
life), Nasir says that the main thing that a husband should 
instill in his wife is awe. He offers four “stratagems” which 
may be used to rid oneself of a bad wife. Here, and in 
many of the later sections of the treatise, the discussion 
descends to mere details of etiquette. Ethical notions that 
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occur in the third discourse (on Politics) are not novel: 
the influence of Aristotle’s Politics is evident. 

In the fifteenth century another popular treatise on eth- 
ics was written in Persia by Jalal al-Din Muhammad ibn- 
Asad Dawani (d. 1502). His Aklaq-i Jalali (Jalal’s Eth- 
ics) is merely an abbreviated and somewhat corrupted 
version of Miskawaihi and Nasir ad-Din Tusi.8° The work 
is still read; numerous editions in modern India attest to 
its popularity in that country.5+ 

Despite the difficulties of communication and transla- 
tion in the Middle Ages, particularly from. various Middle 
Eastern and Semitic languages into Latin, it is clear that 
the ethical learning of the Jews and Moslems did zeach 
their Christian contemporaries. The twelfth century saw 
many versions from Jewish and Mohammedan writings 
made at two busy translating centers: Toledo in Spain 
and Naples in the Sicilian Empire. It was from these trans- 
lations that Latin scholars of the thirteenth century got 
their first taste of Aristotelian ethics. Before long, the 
Christian scholars were clamoring for complete translations 
from the Greek text of Aristotle. The continuing influence 
of Avicebrén, Maimonides, Avicenna, and Averroés is 
everywhere evident in the Christian schools of philosophy 
in the last part of the Middle Ages. Greek rational- 
ism and eudaimonism became part of medieval culture 
through these intermediaries. 
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From the early thirteenth century to the fifteenth century 
a very large number of men were interested in ethics. This 
was the period when the first universities of Europe came 
into being; their courses in liberal arts usually included 
some study of ethics, It was a time in which two religious 
orders (Dominicans and Franciscans) were founded and 
gave opportunities to their members for study and writing 
in this field. Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics became gen- 
exally available in Latin at this time and stimulated much 
discussion of ethical problems. Christian theology was 
highly organized in the thirteenth century and this doc- 
trinal study always included sections on moral theology 
that paralleled the contemporary work in ethics. There 
were even certain popular fads (such as the vernacular 
poetry of courtly love) that challenged established aca- 
demic and ecclesiastical moral teachings. In the present 
chapter we will examine some of the main contributions 
made to ethics by Latin writers between 1200 and 1500. 
The dominant ethics of the period centered around the 
theory of right reason but there were other interesting 
positions. 

The Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle was not known 
to the Latin scholars of the early Middle Ages. Its second 
and third books were put into Latin during the twelfth 
century and became known as the Ethica vetus (Old Eith- 
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ics). Book I was translated early in the thirteenth century 
and was called Ethica nova (New Ethics). Together, these 
three books were used as texts in scientia moralis in the 
Arts Faculty of the University of Paris between 1230 and 
1250. By March 19, 1255, the statutes of the Arts Faculty 
at Paris required the reading of four books of the Nico- 
machean Ethics. About the year 1240, Robert Grosseteste 
produced a complete Latin version directly from the 
Greek. At about the same time, at Toledo, Hermannus 
Alemannus translated an Arabic paraphrase of the Nico- 
machean Ethics into Latin. It was Grosseteste’s version 
which became the base for commentaries by Albert the 
Great (1245-1252), Thomas Aquinas (1265-1272), Giles 
of Rome, and many others in the thirteenth century. The 
next century saw similar commentaries by Walter Bur 
leigh, Gerardus*@donis, Jean Buridan, John Baconthorpe, 
and others, Leonardo Bruni d’Arezzo (1369-1444) made 
a new translation of the Nicomachean Ethics in the fif- 
teenth century. The Magna Moralia was translated by 
Bartholomew of Messina at Naples (1258-1266) but the 
only book of the Eudemian Ethics that was in Latin in the 
thirteenth century was the seventh, through the compila- 
tion called De bona fortuna. We shall see later in this 
chapter how extensively the thought content of Aristotle’s 
ethics affected the writers of the later Middle Ages. 
Apart from academic writings in Latin there was in the 
vernacular poetry of the troubadours a romantic view to- 
ward life and love that exerted a certain influence on me- 
dieval ethics. It is probably too much to say that “courtly 
love is an ethics, a religion, an obsession.” Many people 
in the thirteenth (as in any other) century were fascinated 
with the ideal of unrequited Jove. This was the publicly 
professed admiration of a knight for his unattainable lady 
love. What made courtly love different was the claim that 
the lover was ennobled, morally improved, by his unful- 
filled love. In spite of efforts to fuse it with spiritual love 
of God, courtly love was essentially an idealized form of 
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sensual love. It may have some background in Moslem 
philosophy (Avicenna’s mystical love) but this romantic 
movement in popular European literature indicates one 
important fact in the thirteenth and following centuries; 
many medieval people sought happiness in this life and 
in the pleasures of the Mesh. In 1277 the Bishop of Paris 
condemned a long list of erroneous teachings. Among the 
errors noted by Bishop Etienne Tempier were the follow- 
ing: “that happiness is possessed in this life and not in 
another; that there are fables and falsehoods in the Chris- 
tian law just as in others; and that simple fomication, 
namely, that of an unmarried man with an unmarried 
woman, is not a sin.”2 That the bishop had in mind the 
courtly love ideals is evident from his prologue to the list 
of errors; in it he expressly mentions the treatise On Love 
with its opening and closing lines. This is the De amore 
written about the year 1185 by Andreas Capellanus; it 
was probably the most influential treatise produced by this 
movement, 

The theme of human love found different emphasis in 
Franciscan spirituality. Many people consider St. Francis 
of Assisi (1182-1226) the typical medieval man: other- 
worldly, impractical perhaps, guided by feelings. He was 
typical of but one tendency in a complex period. No 
scholar himself, Francis founded a religious community 
(the Order of Friars Minor, started about 1208) which, 
within a few decades, included professors at Paris, Oxford, 
and other university centers, St. Francis produced no tech- 
nical writings on ethics and, indeed, the Flowers of St. 
Francis is a fourteenth-century compilation incorporating 
materials from the early days of the Franciscans. He is 
mentioned here only because of his influence on the moral 
attitudes of many late medieval Christians. Brand Blan- 
shard calls his exaltation of feeling over reason “an im- 


‘mensely important experiment in morality.” Francis did 


feel that love is all-important and his spiritual disciples 
in their later and more icarned works always retained 


129 


PATRISTIG AND MEDIEVAL THEORIES 


something of his respect for the affective and volitional 
approach to moral and religious values. 

More distinctive of the ethical thinking of these cen- 
turies was the contrary tendency. From the thirteenth to 
the sixteenth century most writers on the theoretical basis 
of moral judgment espoused some version..of right reason 
(recta ratio) as the ethical standard. To avoid repetition, 
we will first state the general character of this theory and 
then indicate the individual attitudes of key thinkers in 
this period toward the common teaching. The background 
of right reason ethics is complex. Patristic and medieval 
Biblical scholars produced many commentaries on the 
Book of Genesis (the usual name for such a work was 
Hexaémeron, “On the Work of the First Six Days”). In 
these there developed the teaching that God as Creator 
had a divine Plan, (Ratio) in mind for all things that He 
created. Each creature was known eternally to God and 
thus the eternal Idea (ratio aeterna) of every distinct 
thing served as an exemplar or archetype for the existence 
and functioning of that thing. In this sense there is a “rea- 
son” for each human person and this reason is present eter- 
nally in the creative mind of God (in arte Dei). The frst 


chapter of Genesis describes how God finished making all . 


things on the sixth day: “And God saw everything that 
he had made, and behold, it was very good.” This was 
understood to mean that God compared the products of 
His creative activity with their exemplars in the divine 
mind and judged that these creatures were well made and 
pleasing. This is divine exemplazism; it is accepted by all 
medieval Christian thinkers. According to this view a man 
performs good actions when he functions in accord with 
the requirements of his “eternal reason” in God’s mind. 
This is the religions element in the doctrine of right 
reason. 

Most medieval philosophers also knew about the theory 
of ideal forms, as found in Platonic dialogues such as the 
Symposium, Republic, and Theaetetus. In this tradition, 
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there was a perfect archetype for each and every species 
of things in this world. In some sense, all men were 
thought to share in the ideal form of man. This is Platonic 
participation of the many in the One. As a theory, it also 
carried the implication that a good horse will act in con- 
formity with the archetypal “horseness’—and the good 
man will act in accord with the ideal “humanity.” In Latin 
versions of paraphrases of Plato, these ideas are often 
called “reasons” (rationes). Thitteenth-century Latin writ- 
ers came to know the way in which Aristotle modified 
Plato’s teaching without entirely rejecting it. Aristotelian 
metaphysics aud philosophy of nature rejected the sup- 
position of a separate world of ideal forms but retained 
the view that all members of a real class (or species) of 
things have the same specific form. These “forms,” 
whether substantial or accidental, are not things in them- 
selves but they are constitutive factors in the existing be- 
ing of each individual thing. Thus, for Aristotle, there is 
in each horse the substantial form of “horseness’—not ex- 
isting as a universal essence but individuated and proper 
to each horse. Each man is similarly constituted of sub- 
stantial form and prime matter. The substantial form of 
a man specifies the way in which this individual person 
exists and operates. Reason, the ability to understand and 
make inferences (logos in Greek, ratio in Latin), is the 
specific difference that distinguishes man from brute ani- 
mal. Man acts in a good way, according to Aristotle, when 
he realizes as fully as possible in his operations the po- 
tentialities of his formal nature as a 7dtional animal, This 
clearly includes the suggestion that the good man must 
think rightly about his proposed activities. Such practical 
reasoning is right reason (orthos logos}, when carried out 
in a manner befitting a human nature. This Platonic- 
Aristotelian teaching is the second element in the consti- 
tution of medieval right reason ethics. 

From the Stoics came the third and last influence. As 
much as Hegel, these Greeks thought that the world is 
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completely rational in character. There is a reason (logos) 
for everything that occurs. If men were completely wise, 
they would be able to grasp all these “reasons” and would 
not hesitate to adjust their interior, conscious attitudes 
and judgments to the requirements of reason. This is an- 
other way of saying that law (nomos) is simply what rea- 
son, as umiversalized, dictates. What characterizes the 
lawmaker is not a will to bind his subjects to the per- 
formance of certain actions. Such a voluntaristic account 
of universal law never occurred to the pre-Christian 
Greeks. “To order is the function of reason,” Thomas 
Aquinas wrote, and he was echoing both Stoicism and 
Aristotelianism. Now, the Stoics saw all things as inter- 
related in a comprehensible manner: some things are 
useful or suitable for other things, some are not. Such 
suitability “isa relation, an order, a “ratio” in the mathe- 
matical sense. In Greek it is a logos. The order of nature 
is a vast complexus of such intelligible relations. As part 
of that natural order, each man is able to discern those 
things and actions that are really fitting for him. It is 
reasonable enough for a stone to stay in one place for all 
its existence: this behavior is not fitting or suitable for a 
man. Such a judgment ultimately rests on an intelligent 
appraisal of what a man is and how he stands in relation 
to other things. There is a rational order in which man 
finds himself. Moval law is nothing but. the expression of 
what is fitting for human agents in view of their significant 
relations with other beings. Right reason is simply another 
name for a correct or justifiable understanding of the natu- 
ral order. Universalized, right reason is expressed in gen- 
eral rules; applied to particular actions sight reason is a 
personal decision as to the suitability or unsuitability of 
this individual action in its present conditions. 

We have noted how a certain amount of Stoic ethics en- 
tered the Christian tradition through writers such as Am- 
brose and Augustine. St. Jerome (340-420) was probably 
the first to introduce into Latin the term synderesis, which 
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may be a corruption of the Stoic word for insight (syneide- 
sis). In a Biblical commentary® Jerome spoke of synderesis 
as the spark of conscience (seintilla conscientiae). At the 
start of the thirteenth century this terminology was picked 
up by theological writers and developed into a special 
teaching. Generally speaking, synderesis came to mean 
the human ability (variously interpreted) to distinguish 
in a general way between moral good and evil, while con- 
science was reserved for the personal discrimination be- 
tween good or evil in individual action. In other words, 
the deliverances of synderesis are universal, the decisions 
of conscience are particular. Moral reasoning is considered 
by most medieval thinkers as starting with the general 
rules or Jaws grasped through synderesis and as proceeding 
step by step through various other judgments derived from 
religious faith or rational experience, or both, to conclude 
in: (1) more specific but still general judgments concern- 
ing right and wrong types of actions (these would be con- 
clusions of “moral science,” scientia moralis, either ethics 
or moral theology, depending on whether one used natural 
reason and information only, or along with supernatural 
revelation and divine law); and (2) completely particu- 
larized moval judgments about the goodness or badness of 
an individual human action in its context of actual cir- 
cumstances (such a decision or judgment is called con- 
science, conscientia). The process of practical reasoning 
to individual (nonuniversal) decisions concerning moral 
problems is not part of ethics; but when well done it is 
called right reason (recta ratio). The virtue of prudence, 
or practical wisdom (prudentia), is the good habit of rea- 
soning rightly to good practical judgments about individual 
actions, It reaches its term in good actions. Thus, right 
reason in its most concrete form is translated from the 
sphere of mental experience (which may be both cognitive 
and affective) into the order of action or praxis. There are 
many variations in the explanations of how such a transi- 
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tion is effected but the general pattern is suggested in the 
foregoing. 

Of course the theory of prudential reasoning owes a 
great deal to the Nicomachean Ethics. The versions used 
in the thirteenth century were, as we have seen, a twelfth- 
century translation of the first three or four books and the 
complete translation made by Robert Grosseteste (ca 
1168-1253). Grosseteste also produced a fragmentary 
commentary (Notulae) on the Nicomachean Ethics and 
its Greek commentators. These “Notes” are partly printed 
with a commentary made by Walter Burleigh in the four- 
teenth century.? In addition to his pioneer work as trans- 
lator and commentator, three things may be remembered 
in connection with Grosseteste’s contribution to ethics 
First, he was one of the first lectuzers on the liberal ants 
in the schodls..at Oxford. The university was granted a 
charter there in 1248 but long before that time Grosse- 
teste was teaching at the Franciscan house of studies, al- 
though not himself a member of that order. From oe 
to 1235, he was the first lecturer in theology for the Ox- 
ford Franciscans.8 In 1235, he became Bishop of Lincoln 
(and thus is often cited as Lincolniensis). So, Grosseteste 
was doubtless one of the first to lecture on ethics in Eng- 
land. The second thing for which Grosseteste is important 
in this field was his general emphasis on natural science 
mathematics, and the observation of nature. He is dius 
partly responsible not only for the continuing British inter- 
est in the philosophy of science but also for an emphasis 
on empirical information as an important source of ethical 
judgment. He was convinced that natural experience is a 
necessary element in all learning and that mathematics 
supplies the key to the interpretation and understanding 
of the speculative and practical significance of such expe- 
rience, Grosseteste’s third contribution was a blunt ex- 
planation of xight reason as a direct conformity between a 


thing or an act and its exemplar in the divine mind, His 
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version of recta ratio is a simple theological approbative 
theory, as the following text shows. 


This rule fof rightness, rectitudo] is nothing other 
than the eternal reason (ratio aeterna) of the thing in 
the divine mind. . . . But if it be said that this is the 
tight reason according to which the thing should be 
thus, it is asked again: where is this reason seen to be 
the right reason of this thing and such as it should be, 
except, in turn, in its reason? And so there will always 
be a regress until the thing is seen to be as it should 
be in its first reason which is right according to itself. 
And, therefore, the thing is as it should be because it 
conforms to that. All created truth, then, is evident 
in so far as the light of its eternal reason is present to 
the person observing, as Augustine testifies.® 


Grosseteste’s most famous pupil and admixer was Roger 
Bacon (ed. 1214-1292), who entered the Franciscan Or- 
der in 1257 after teaching liberal arts at Oxford and Paris 
for many years. Bacon was highly critical of most of his 
contemporaries and advocated a complete reform in Chris- 
tian learning, (Both Grosseteste and Bacon anticipated by 
several centuries the more famous “idols” and “new 
method” of Francis Bacon.) While in Paris, Roger Bacon 
had met a canon lawyer named Guido Fulcodi and told 
him of his plans for reform. Roughly, what Bacon wanted 
was more emphasis on natural science, mathematics, and 
the study of ancient languages as aids for the interpreta- 
tion of Scripture. In 1265 Guido became Pope Clement 
IV. He wrote to Bacon requesting a copy of his writings 
and ordering that this be sent regardless of any Franciscan 
regulation to prevent the publishing of Bacon’s views. This 
is the first intimation that Bacon was in some difficulty 
with his superiors.1° He had written various short treatises 
but he now began the Communia Naturalium (a Summa 
of all types of knowledge). Soon he saw that this grandiose 
work could not be finished in time to satisfy the pope’s 
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interest in a plan for the teform of Christi 

so Roger started the Opus Majus (Greater Work) 
much the same ground but more briefly. With a few 
other writings, the Opus Majus was dispatched by mes- 
senger to Rome in the year 1268. The treatise is of some 
Mportance in the history of ethics, since the seventh and 
last part of the Opus Majus is an essay on moral philoso- 
phy.*t Somewhat in the manner of Auguste Comte in the 
nineteenth century, Roger Bacon argued that ethics should 
be placed at the peak of the sciences and that all other 
disciplines should be propadeutic to it. Indeed, Roger also 
shared with Comte a sort of positivistic attitude toward 
sie he was quite frank in saying that canon law is an 
rials mii of moral judgment, along with the 
However, Roger Bacon had little else in common with 
Comte, One has only to read a few pages of the Opus 
Majus to realize that, like Augustine, Bacon takes “phi- 
losophy” as Christian wisdom and makes little distinction 
between philosophy and theology. The Bible canon law 
and the “philosophers” are all sources of moral instructio 
Among his favorite authors were Augustine, Seneca ahd 

Avicenna, Many parts of the essay on orl philoso h 
are verbatim extracts from one or the other of these ae 

ers. In the third section of this treatise (Opus Majus, VIL. 
> 


3) Bacon argues that the views of the ancient philoso- 


phers are frequently superior to the practices of Christians 
—yet he frequently asserts that Christian revelation js 
needed for a really good life. He is very close to Grosse- 
teste’s Position that moral goodness consists in direct con- 
formity with the law of God as manifested in the Scrip- 
tures. God’s will is the standard of moral judgment. ice 
people learn what their moral obligations are through the 
dictates of canon law. There is also a moral iumination 
that comes in the inner mental experience of at least some 
men, but it is difficult to ascertain the extent and content 


136 


Sebald ates ad a 


RIGHT REASON THEORIES 


of this sort of special communication. Some texts suggest 
that it is a theory of innate ideas. 

In connection with his discussion of politics (civil sci- 
ence, which he takes as a part of moral philosophy) Roger 
Bacon introduces a threefold division of man’s moral re- 
lations which is retained by some later Scholastic ethicians 
(notably Francis Su4rez). First of all, man is considered 
in relation to God; then in relation to his neighbor; and 
thirdly in relation to himself.12 On each of these levels, 
Bacon feels man has certain rights and responsibilities. He 
does not seem to see that the third relationship (of man 
to himself) is not interpersonal, as are the other two, and 
can hardly involve “duties” in the same sense as the two 
external relations, In spite of his protestations concerning 
the high role of moral philosophy in Christian education, 
Bacon did not actually contribute much to the develop- 
ment of the theory. 

The Franciscan school at Paris was also active in the 
realm of practical philosophy. From about 1236 onward 
they had one or two of their members teaching continually 
as theology professors at the University of Paris. Alexander 
of Hales (ca. 1186-1245) was an elderly Parisian profes- 
sor (though born in England) before entering the Order 
of Friars Minor in 1236-1237. His admirers in the order 
compiled in his honor a large encyclopedic work of the- 
ology which came to be known as the Summa Fratris Alex- 
andri, It contains the first treatise on law in the Summa 
literature and exerted some influence on Aquinas’ better- 
known discussion of various types of law. One of Alex- 
ander’s successors as a Franciscan professor at Paris was 

the French scholar John of La Rochelle (died in 1245). 
His treatise On the Soul became the standard exposition 
of Franciscan psychology in the thirteenth century. 
‘Many of the teachings of this type of psychology (no real 
distinction between the soul and its powers, a different 
mode of cognition for corporeal things and for immaterial 
beings, and much stress on the affective-volitional func- 
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tions of the human soul) become influential in the work 
of later Franciscan moral writers, such as Bonaventure, 
Duns Scotus, and even William of Ockham. 

The great figure in Franciscan thought at Paris in the 
thirteenth century was Bonaventure (ca. 1217-1274). 
Bom Giovanni di Fidanza in Italy, he joined the Fran- 
ciscans at an early age, studied theology and liberal 
aris in Paris, received his doctorate in the same year as 
Thomas Aquinas (1256-1257), and was made general 
minister of his order at that time. As an administrator for 
the rest of his life, Bonaventure wrote mostly short trea- 
tises and sermons. However, he had definite views on the 
tole of philosophy in Christian life and represented a very 
distinctive approach to the ethical theory of right reason. 

Psychology is most important in Franciscan thinking. 
In the thirteenth century their analysis of the human 
soul and its functions embodied elements from Augustine, 
Damascene, and Aristotle.1* Starting with Alexander of 
Hales and john of La Rochelle, continuing with Bonaven- 
ture and Matthew of Aquasparta (ca. 1240-1302), Fran- 
ciscan psychology insisted on the unity and simplicity of 
man’s soul (and so refused to make radical distinctions 
between powers such as intellect and will), and this psy- 
chology further maintained that volitional activity and 
affective experience are more distinctive of man than is 
any cognitive activity. Bonaventure would say, for instance, 
that man is a “tational” animal but he would understand 
rationality as expressed in volitional decision and activity. 
The test of this view is found in Bonayenture’s notion of 
ultimate beatitude: the good man’s final union with God 
is essentially an act of love, and not an act of intellectual 
knowledge as Aquinas was teaching in the same years at 
Paris. This is what is meant when Bonaventure is called 
a voluntarist. He is not extreme in his views but he is 
opposed to the idea that the intellect is man’s highest 
power. 

It was as a consequence of this psychological position 
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that Bonaventure decided to place synderesis in the func- 
tion of volition. As he explained in his lectures on Peter 


Lombard’s Sentences: 


Just as from the very creation of the soul the intel- 
lect possesses 4 light which is for it a natural seat of 
judgment (naturale judicatorium), directing the in- 
tellect in its acts of knowing, so also does the affective 
capacity (affectus) have a sort of natural weight 
(naturale quoddam pondus), directing it in its sce 
of appetition . . . and in this way, synderesis only 
denotes this weight of the will (or the will plus this 
weight) in the sense that it has the function of in- 
clining toward that which is good in itself (ad bonum 
honestum) 18 


He goes on to say that conscience (conscientia) is dif- 
ferent from synderesis, As a habit in the order of sepa 
tion, conscience belongs to practical understanding an 
even has a certain moving character (rationem motivi) 
inasmuch as it prompts and inclines the soul to action. 
So, for Bonaventure conscience is a habit of the pease 
intellect which inclines a person to know both genera 
principles of moral rectitude and the particular character 
of good or bad actions. The source of this “rightness is : 
moral ilumination which involves the light of sacre 
Scripture. In one of his shorter treatises, the point is €x- 
pressed as follows: 


Accordingly, in the consideration of rectitude there 
is seen the rule of life. For he indeed lives rightly 
who is guided by the regulations of the divine law, 
as is the case when the will of man accepts necessary 
precepts, salutary warnings, and counsels of perfec- 
tion that he may thereby prove the good and accepta- 
ble and perfect will of God. And then is the rule oA 
life right when no obliquity can be found therein. 


Obviously, then, the moral philosophy (philosophia 
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moralis) of St. Bonaventure employs the data of religious 
faith and is a moral theology. 

At the same time that the Franciscans were developing 
their affective approach to moral theory the Dominicans 
were beginning to emphasize the role of practical reason 
in the moral life. The first teacher in the Order of St. 
Dominic to develop an ethics was Albert the Great (1206- 
1280). He was accused by Roger Bacon of teaching phi- 
losophy without having had any teacher in the subject. 
This was probably correct: Albert taught liberal arts 
courses based on his own voracious reading of all the an- 
cient, patristic, and early medieval treatises that he found 
available in Latin. At the beginning of several of his com- 
mentaries on works of Aristotle, he stated his intention 
to make Aristotelian philosophy known to the “Latins.” 
However, Albétt’s views in speculative philosophy are not 
simply Aristotelian: he combined Neoplatonism, Christian 
Platonism, Avicennism, and Augustinism with his own 
meditations. His metaphysics is not identical with that 
of his pupil Thomas Aquinas: Albettinism is a complicated 
theory that has not yet been fully investigated. 

On moral questions, Albert’s writings are very extensive 
and their chronology is not yet conipletely established. 
However, the following works are important: Tractatus de 
natura boni (written before 1240), as yet unedited, treats 
detailed moral questions; Summa de creaturis (1244- 
1249), one part: De homine, has information on the moral 
psychology and theory of knowledge, another part, De 
bono, contains data on moral science; Commentaria in 
libros Sententiarum (1244-1249), Albert’s theology lec- 
tures on Peter Lombard’s Sentences: books two and three 
are important for ethics; Lectura in libros Ethicorum 
Aristotelis (1248), a course of lectures on the Nicoma- 
chean Ethics, recorded in the handwriting of Thomas 
Aquinas; Commentaria in libros Ethicorum Aristotelis 
(1256-1270), a much Jater paraphrase of the Nicoma- 
chean Ethics; and the Summa Theologiae (1270-1280), a 
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very late work with much material on moral science pat 
frequently incompatible with the earlier views of Albert. 

It is evident that Albert was one of the first thinkers in 
the thirteenth century to develop a moral philosophy 
based in good part on man’s natural experience and rea- 
soning. He believed that there is an eternal law in the 
mind of God, of course, but was quite anxious to imvesti- 
gate what the Greek and Arabian philosophers had to say 
about ethics. The theory of right reason (recta ratio), as 
outlined earlier in this chapter, is central to Albert’s think 
ing. Synderesis is the intellectual capacity to understand 
the first principles of moral reasoning—which are general 
rules of natural law (jus naturale). In his Lectures on the 
Ethics (1248) he explained: 


Just as there are in speculative thinking certain 
general principles from which one reasons to particu- 
lar conclusions, so in moral considerations there 
are some general principles by which one discovers 
rules for actions, such as “theft is forbidden” and 
similar tules; every man is expected to know these 
and he can, because he has the process of reason for 
this purpose, and these mules are called the natural 
law.2° 


The process of practical reasoning starts with such a gen- 
eral rule and moves through more particular judgments 
(factually grounded in experience) to individual conclu- 
sions. Conscience (conscientia) is the name that Albert 
uses for these concluding judgments of practical rea- 
ning,24 
i The expression jus naturale (in both Albert and Thomas 
Aquinas) is usually translated as “natural law.” This may 
cause misunderstanding in English. Other modem vernac- 
ulars have a special word for jus (Recht, droit) as opposed 
to lex (Gesetz, lor). In authors such as Albert and Aqui- 
nas, jus means what is objectively right (adjusted) in the 
concrete. So, it is just for a male and female of the same 
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biological species to reproduce and care for their offspring. 
This is not because some lawmaker has so willed but be- 
cause there is in the real relation between male and female 
a certain suitability (convenientia} which is not present 
between male and male, or between members of two dif- 
ferent species. Provided other circumstances are reasona- 
ble, it is thus good for male and female to engage in 
reproduction. Man apprehends this good quality of his 
actions -by observing what is in accord with his nature and 
what flows from his nature as a reasoning being.22 

According to Albert, the most general rule known 
through synderesis is: “Good should be done; evil should 
be avoided” (bonum faciendum; malum vitandum) 28 
However, Albert thought that other broad rules of conduct 
(such as: hongr your parents, help those in need, do no 
injury to any mari, avoid fornication, commit no theft or 
murder, love God, etc.) are known to all men by natural 
insight. These are jura, i.e. right things. His whole ap- 
proach to Jaw, moral or otherwise, is intellectual and 
realistic, Command is the work of reason.?# The expression 
of such an intellectual order is a law (called either jus or 
lex), and the will of the lawmaker is no more active in 
declaring a moral law than it would be in a mathemati- 
cian who states that equals added to equals must result in 
equals, After hundreds of years of emphasis on the notion 
that a law must be enacted by the will of the legislator, 
it is dificult for a twentieth-century man to appreciate 
this intellectual view of law which characterizes one line 
of late medieval ethics, starting with Albert and running 
through Thomas Aquinas, Soto, Medina, and Robert Bellar- 
mine. 

Thomas Aquinas (1224-1274) remains the outstanding 
ethician of the thirteenth century and perhaps of the 
whole Middle Ages. A colleague of Albert in the Order 
of Preachers, Thomas had studied liberal arts at the royal 
University of Naples before becoming a Dominican, After 
further studies in philosophy and theology, under Albert 
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at Cologne and in the University of Paris, Thomas taught 
philosophy and theology at Paris, in several study centers 
of his order in the vicinity of Rome, and finally as a profes- 
sor at the University of Naples. His writings with impor- 
tant ethical content are: Commentary on the Sentences 
(1252-1256), On the Truth of the Catholic Faith 
(Summa Contra Gentiles, 1259-1264, Book III is on moral 
science), Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics (at any 
time from 1263 to 1272), Disputed Questions on Evil 
and on the Virtues (1268-1272), and the first and second 
sections of Part IT of the Summa Theologiae (1268-1272). 

Broadly speaking, the ethical theory of Thomas is similar 
to what we have seen in Albert; the Thomistic position is 
much more thoroughly developed, however, and is more 
internally consistent than the Albertinian ethics.2° Thom- 
istic ethics is often classified as a “natural law” theory,26 
but this is unfortunate for two reasons. In recent terminol- 
ogy, law implies a command with an origin in the will of a 
legislator: this is not Thomas’ view. He defined law as “an 
ordinance of reason promulgated by someone in charge of 
the community for the common good.”27 Second, the 
meaning of “natural law” has been so diversified in late 
medieval and modern discussions that the term is no 
longer accurately descriptive. Thomas’ ethics is eudaimon- 
istic and teleological; it stresses internal motivation as well 
as the consequences of moral action; it is, moreover, 2 
self-realization theory.28 

Man as a moral agent is analyzed in great detail by 
Aquinas. Human functions range from vegetative acts of 
assimilating food, growing, and reproducing, through the 
range of animal activities of sense perception, appetition 
(concupiscible and irascible emotions), and kinesthesis, 
to the typically human actions of understanding simple 
meanings, reasoning discursively to logical conclusions, and 
intellectual appetition (also called volition). Important in 
this complicated moral psychology is the distinction be- 
tween man’s sensory experience (cognitive and affective), 
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which is concerned with the individual aspects of bodies; 
and man’s rational experience (cognitive and appetitive), 
which deals with the umiversal meanings of reality. Moral 
actions must be voluntary, that is they must come under 
the control of human understanding, must be done (or 
omitted) with some end in view, with some knowledge of 
the nature of the act under consideration, and with some 
approval on the part of the agent himself. This excludes 
from the domain of voluntary action purely accidental ac- 
tions, merely physical or biological functions, and acts 
resulting wholly from external violence. It should be em- 
phasized that, in Thomism, voluntary does not mean 
volitional. There are four powers m man which are the 
centers of moral activity: concupiscible appetite (feelings 
of sensual desige and the contrary), irascible appetite 
(emergency feelitigs i in response to threats from sense ob- 
jects), intellectual appetite (personal inclinations toward 
or away from the universal objects of intellection), and 
potential intellect (the functions of understanding, judg- 
ing, and reasoning about universal objects). Each of these 
moral powers is open to being perfected by an appropriate 
moral habit: temperance (teimperantia) may be acquired 
in the concupiscible appetite, and is the moral virtue of 
reasonable moderation in sense desires; courage (forti- 
tudo) is the chief habit of the irascible appetite, and 
brings a firmness to one’s emotional responses to emer 
gencies presented in sense experience; justice (justitia) 
may habituate the intellectual appetite (voluntas) so that 
it customarily wills what is good for other persons, and 
equality, either simple or proportional, is the keynote of 
justice; and fourthly, prudence (prudentia) or practical 
wisdom is the chief practical habit of man’s intellect, 
and is the moral virtue of reasoning well about, and com- 
manding, good moral actions. Only one of these cardinal 
virtues is a habit of the will, This is a fundamental dif 
ference between the ethical theory of Thomas Aquinas and 
that of the other scholastics: most others think that will 
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(voluntas) is the only essentially moral power in man.2® 

As to Thomas’ particular approach to right reason and 
the distinction of morally good from evil action, he did, 
of course, think that God knows all the rules of morality 
and has perfect judgment of individual human actions. 
But Aquinas did not teach that we humans know all that 
God knows.8° Some part of God’s moral wisdom is con- 
veyed to men by way of revelation (as in the case of Moses 
and the Decalogue); other partial knowledge of eternal 
Justice is acquired by ordinary natural experience and ra- 
tional reflection on it (as in the case of thoughtful pagans 
like Aristotle and Cicero but also in philosophers of every 
era). Aquinas was convinced that “God is not offended 
by us except by what we do against our own good.”1 
In other words, actions are not morally right or wrong 
because of some arbitrary fiat of divine will: what is good 
for man is what may be understood as fitting (con- 
yeniens) to this kind of agent, under certain concrete cir- 
cumstances, in relation to the purpose that this agent 
intends to accomplish, in the real environment of the ac- 
tions including other persons individually and collectively. 
This complicated set of relations is what Thomas Aqui- 
mas means by right zeason. As expressed in universal 
judgments about the kinds of actions that are morally 
appropriate or inappropriate for a human agent, the con- 
clusions of right reasoning are identical with the rules of 
natural moral law. As applied by the prudent person to 
practical decisions about individual moral problems, right 
reasoning terminates in moral conscience, a practical judg- 
ment of choice, and right action. 

Thomistic ethics, in its original form, is a eudaimonism 
but it differs from the theory of Aristotle in that Thomas 
regards the ultimate end of a good human life as not 


‘merely internal well-being (eudaimonia) in the moral 


person but also as a positive approach to an external and 
real objective: the Perfect Good which is God. Thomism 
is not simply a self-realization ethics, then; it has certain 
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resemblances to “good will” ethics (as found in Anselm, 
or later in Kant) by virtue of the emphasis on right inten- 
tion. On the other hand, Thomas’ stress on a prudent 
consideration of the purpose and predictable results of 


each voluntary action has something in common with utili-. 


tarianism and naturalistic pragmatism. 

Some of Thomas’ contemporaries were even more nat- 
uralistic, however. At some time during the 1260s a move- 
ment began at the University of Paris that has been 
variously called Latin Averroism, and heterodox or radical 
Aristotelianism. It was basically an attempt by certain 
teachers in the Arts Faculty (all of them Catholic priests) 
to give a great deal of autonomy to naturalistic philosophy. 
Leaders in this school of thought were Siger of Brabant 
(ea. 1240-1284) and Boethius of Dacia (il. ea. 1270). As 
far as their ethical teaching is concerned, these professors 
were Aristotelians who attempted to philosophize without 
using the data of their Christian faith. Our information 
on their views is defective, because we have very few of 
their writings today and because our reports on them are 
mostly derived from their thirteenth-century critics and 
opponents. Siger wrote a Book on Felicity, now nonextant. 
Boethius produced a short treatise on the highest 
good.®? It appears that they taught that the good life for 
man consists in the cultivation of speculative understand- 
ing. In his famous Condemnation of 219 Propositions 
(1277 A.D.) Bishop Etienne Tempier was concerned about 
the teachings of these Aristotelian professors, Among the 
“errors” to which he objected were these: 


That there is no more excellent state than to study 
philosophy; that all the good that: is possible to man 
consists in the intellectual virtues; that happiness is 
found in this life and not in another; that a man who 
is ordered as to his intellect and. his affections, in the 
manner in which this can be sufficiently accomplished 
by means of the intellectual and moral virtues of 
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which the Philosopher [Aristotle] speaks in the 
Ethics, is sufficiently disposed for eternal happiness.%% 


At least three anonymous Commentaries on the Nicoma- 
chean Ethics from the late thirteenth century have been 
discovered as evidences of the spread of this naturalistic 
ethical trend in the period.®4 

Giles of Rome (ca. 1247-1316) shows the continuing 
influence of Aristotelian ethics in the latter part of the 
thirteenth century. His letter on the Distinction of Rhet- 
oric, Ethics and Politics simply repeats peripatetic doc- 
trine.25 One distinctive view in Giles’s work is the sub- 
ordination of politics to moral philosophy, on the theory 
that the latter is the complete science of human action. 
This same view carries over into Giles’s famous treatise 
On Ecclesiastical Power, where he argues for the subordi- 
nation of civil authority to that of the Church: “The duty 
of earthly power is to prepare the materials in order that 
the ecclesiastical ruler may not be hampered in spiritual 
matters,”86 

‘It is in this second half of the thirteenth century that 
we find the beginnings of ethical voluntarism. We have 
already noted how Franciscan psychology emphasized the 
affective and volitional side of man’s nature. Peter John 
Olivi (d. 1298) was one of the fizst Franciscans to teach 
that “either the will is free, or it is not a will.’8? Prior 
to this in patristic and medieval thought there is no dis- 
cussion of free will (Hbera voluntas) but only of free 
choice (liberum arbitrium). From the time of Olivi on- 
ward, more and more people insist that the human will 
is an essentially free power.3* 

This emphasis on volition is not confined to the Fran- 
ciscan thinkers. Henry of Ghent (ea. 1217-1293) was a 
prominent professor in arts and theology at the University 


‘of Paris who taught that the will of man is in every 


way the most distinctive human power. Will directs the 
intellect in its functioning but the will “by its own power 
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of knowing can direct itself.”89 As a result of this view, 
Henry thought that moral law and obligation issue directly 
from the will of the legislator. While he may still speak 
of right reason, Henry of Ghent stands at the beginning 
of a different theory of moral and legal obligation. To 
command now becomes a function of a will that is autono- 
mous and undetermined by external judgments of intel- 
lect. What the lawmaker wills to be done is what is right 
and no other justification is required. 

Associated with this “Neo-Augustinian” trend in thir- 
teenth-century thought is the remarkable Catalan writer 
Ramén Lull (ea. 1232-1315). A layman and married, 
Lull devoted the last part of his life to the project of con- 
verting the Moors to Christianity. On the island of Mal- 
lorca he founded a university which continues to this day 
as a center of“Catalan culture and Lullism. His psychol- 
ogy is that of St. Augustine: the human soul has no sepa- 
rate powers, it is utterly simple but has three main 
functions-memory, understanding, and willing. Of these 
the last is most distinctive, and volition reaches its peak 
in love. Lull’s famous “Great Art” was simply the teaching 
that man intuits (by means of divine illumination, as in 
Augustine) a number of self-evident notions. These prin- 
ciples are: goodness, greatness, eternity, power, wisdom, 
will, virtue, truth, and glory. The foregoing may be used 
as predicates with various basic concepts and relations to 
form true and useful judgments in the practical order.‘ 
Although Ramén Lull was not a theoretical ethician, he 
has some importance in ethics as an advocate of a rather 
simple version of intuitionism. One might even suggest 
that his semi-autobiographical novel, Blanquerna, has 
many of the attitudes that characterize recent phenom- 
enological ethics. The following passage illustrates Lull’s 
emphasis on conerete emotions: 


“Justice,” said Blanquerna, “what thing desirest 
thou in my will?” Memory answered for Justice: “I 
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desire therein contrition and fear; I desire tears in 
thine eyes, in thy heart sighs, and in thy body afflic- 
tions.” “And thou, Liberality, what desirest thou in 
my will?” Understanding answered for Liberality: “I 
desire to possess it wholly, for love, for repentance 
and for the despising of the vanities of this world.” 
“And thou, Mercy, what desirest thou of my memory 
and understanding?” Will answered for Mercy: “TI 
desire thy memory wholly, for remembrance of the 
gifts of Mercy and her pardon, and thine understand- 
ing wholly for comprehension of the same, and these 
yet more for the contemplation of Mercy herself.” So 
Blanguerna gave himself wholly to that which the 
virtues of his Beloved desired of him.*4 


From these lines it will be obvious that existential com- 
mitment is not without its medieval antecedents and that 
“irrational man” found a place in the century of right 
reason. 

Another very unusual thinker at the end of the thir 
teenth century was Meister Johannes Eckhart (ca. 1260- 
1327). He was a Dominican, as were Albert and ‘Thomas 
Aquinas, but Eickhart’s philosophy. was a complicated 
blending of Neoplatonic speculation with Christian mys- 
ticism. The peak or spark of the soul (scintilla animae) is 
the highest part of man, above both reason and will. It is 
in this “citadel” that God contacts man in mystical union. 
As one historian describes Eckhart’s theory: “The gradual 
purification of the soul from contact with matter by its 
tuming toward God, its final liberation by union with him 
in a region beyond knowledge and being—all this reminds 
us of Plotinus’ flight of the soul to the One and its absorp- 
tion in it.”42 It is in his Sermons that we see Eckhart 
developing a “good will” doctrine of human conduct that 
owes something to the right intention theories of Abelard 
and Anselm and that anticipates the famous teaching of 
Immanuel Kant. 
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If you have good will, you shall lack for nothing, 
neither love, humility, nor any other virtue; what you 
will with all your strength you shall have, and neither 
God nor any creature can deprive you—if, again, your 
will is sound, divine and wrapt in God. . . . Good 
will is not less powerful for good than bad will is for 
evil. . . . With a will that is purely bad, I commit 
as great sins as if I were to murder all the people in 
the world, even though I did not lift a finger toward 
the crime. Why should not the same power reside in 
good will?48 


Still another nonacademic personality who should be 
mentioned briefly is the poet Dante. Dante Alighieri 
(1265-1321) was widely read in philosophy and intro- 
duced much of, his learning into his literary works, He 
was not, of coursé, a professional in the field of ethics but 
deserves mention here for two reasons. He agreed with 
Thomas Aquinas and the Aristotelians that reason in man 
“is especially his life and the actuality of his noblest 
part.”44 Moreover, Dante offers in the Divine Comedy 
and De monarchia an instructive picture of the moral at- 
titudes of the Christian noncleric in the thirteenth 
century. ; 

Comparatively little historical work has been done on 
the ethics of the fourteenth century—yet it was rich in its 
thought and exerted no little influence on the Renaissance 
and early modern period. Most of the ethical writers who 
treated the subject in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen- 
turies studied some type of fourteenth-century philosophy. 
The outstanding schools were either Scotistic, terminist, 
or Thomistic in orientation. 

John Duns Scotus (ed. 1265-1308) was a Franciscan 
who taught for only a few years at Oxford and Paris. He 
died before he could say his best word on the problems 
of ethics. Until recently his writings have been badly 
edited and they are not yet wholly available in critical 
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texts. The Ordinatio is Scotus’ own edition of his several 
series of lectures on Peter Lombard’s Sentences. In the 
Prologue to the first book of the Ordinatio we find a great 
deal of his philosophy expounded, including his ethics. 
There is some information on ethics in the Quodlibetal 
Questions, which were conducted in Paris and contain his 
most mature thought. Duns Scotus is known. as the “Subtle 
Doctor.” Very intelligent and learned, he was one of the 
most brilliant intellects produced in the British Isles. He 
differed on fundamental points of philosophy from 
Thomas Aquinas. Perhaps the most important items in the 
speculative thought of Scotus are his doctrine on the ob- 
ject of the human intellect (ens in quantum ens, being 
without any qualification) and his teaching that the will 
is free and rational by nature and is superior to the in- 
tellect.*5 

In spite of his general opposition to the philosophy of 
Thomas Aquinas, Duns Scotus supports the view that right 
reason is the basis on which to judge good human action. 
He offers, in fact, one of the clearest explanations of the 
meaning of recta ratio, in these lines from the first book 
of the Ordinatio: 


Just as beauty (pulchritudo) is not some absolute 
quality in a beautiful body but is the aggregation of 
all items that are suitable to such a body (that is, 
matters of size, shape and color) and also the aggrega- 
tion of all the relations (which pertain to these suit- 
able aspects) in regard to the body and among them- 
selves—so also the goodness (bonitas) of the moral 
act is something like the decorous character (decor) 
of the act, including the aggregation of due propor- 
tion to all items to which it is to be proportioned 
(for instance, to the power, to the object, to the end, 
to the time, to the place, and to the manner of act- 
ing) and this especially according as they are dictated 
by right reason (ratione recta) to be suitable to the 
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act. Consequently, we may say in all cases that the 
suitability (convenientia) of the act to right reason 
is that which, once it is present, renders the act good. 
For since every act is concerned with a definite kind 
of object, if the act is not in accord with right rea- 
son in the agent (that is, if he does not have right 
reason in acting), then the act is not good. Primarily 
then, the conformity of the act to right reason—fully 
dictating concerning all the proper circumstances of 
this act—is the goodness of the moral act.4¢ 


There is no question that Duns Scotus upheld the 
standard of right reason in ethics. “The moral goodness 
of the act,” he explains elsewhere, “is the entirety (integ- 
ritas) of all those items which right reason judges to be 
required to fit the act itself, or to be suitable to the agent 
involved in hig’action.”47 However, unlike Aquinas, Scotus 
teaches that every moral action is an act of willing, either 
completed within the will (actus elicitus voluntatis) or 
performed by some other power under command of the 
will (actus imperatus voluntatis). Every deed (praxis) for 
which man is morally responsible is a will act.48 

The notion that will, either in God or man, is the source 
of moral law is rejected by Scotus. He carefully reviews 
the teaching of Henry of Ghent to the effect that con- 
science (conscientia) resides in the affective part of man’s 
soul and is like a universal mover prompting man to action 
(“universalis motor stimulans ad opus”). But this view is 
subjected to severe criticism by Scotus. Then he pro- 
ceeds to explain that synderesis is the habit whereby 
practical principles are known—and it is in the intellect, 
not the will. Furthermore, Scotus treats conscience as the 
habit of the practical intellect which elicits judgment as 
to the conformity or nonconformity of concrete actions 
with the principles of right reason.5° In the next distinc- 
tion he zepeats his explanation of what right reason 


means: a reasonable agreement (convenientia) of a pro- 
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posed action with the end the agent has in view, with the 
free character of the agent (efficiens), with the generic 
character of this kind of action, with the manner in which 
the action is executed, and finally, with various extrinsic 
circumstances of time, place, and other such conditions. 

If Scotistic ethics is a right reason theory that insists on 
the intrinsic character of the good or evil moral action, the 
next great thinker in the Franciscan school does not agree. 
William Ockham (ca, 1280-1349) marks the beginning 
of ethical extrinsicism: the theory that moral good and 
evil have nothing to do with the internal character of man 
or his action but rest on the external attribution of a 
moral quality. Moreover, Ockham is the first prominent 
ethician to reject eudaimonism. He did not think that 
man is naturally ordered to the pursuit of personal well- 
being or happiness. The only objective which can satisfy 
the human will is God; but ethics cannot show that there 
is such an ultimate end for men. Hence, Ockham also re- 
jected the medieval theory of the finality of man’s nature. 
He believed that God is the ultimate goa! of human 
aspiration but he stoutly maintained that he did not know 
this philosophically. This is the start of the “modern way” 
(via moderna) in ethics. 

William Ockham’s works with ethical content are the 
Ordinatio (a commentary on the first book of Lombard’s 
Sentences, written by Ockham himself); the Reportatio (a 
written record by listeners at Ockham’s jectures on the 
last three books of the Sentences; the Seven Quodlibets; 
and the Treatise on Predestination and Divine Foreknowl- 
edge.®1 His political writings deal chiefly with the Church- 
state problem and the internal frictions in the Franciscan 
Order arising from the efforts of a group desiring to return 
to the pioneer poverty and spirituality of St. Francis. 

The speculative philosophy of Ockham sets the stage 
for his moral views. He has a logic and a philosophy of 
nature but no metaphysics. The only realities are existing 
individuals, material or immaterial things. Universals (hu- 
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manity, goodness, justice) are general words and, in a 
special sense, generalized concepts. Sometimes Ockham 
explains the universal concept as a fictum, that is, a mental 
construct produced by intellectual abstraction to represent 
several similar individuals. In his later period he gave more 
reality to the universal concept by identifying it with the 
abstractive act of understanding.5® In any case, the real 
objects of human understanding are individual things. It 
becomes difficult for Ockham to assign a difference be- 
tween sense perception and understanding, since both 
types of cognition are concerned with individuals. 

Ockham’s logic includes his epistemology. He has a very 
strict notion of the requirements of demonstrative science, 
being convinced that the philosopher could not prove all 
the things that Thomas Aquinas, or even Duns Scotus, had 
tried to demgnstrate. For instance, Ockham flatly denied 
that a person could have evident knowledge “by reason or 
experience” that the intellective soul is the form of the 
human body.53 As to the effort to demonstrate the exist- 
ence of God, Ockham felt that our success depends on 
how God is initially defined. If God means “some thing 
more noble and more perfect than anything else besides 
Him, then it is impossible to demonstrate by natural rea- 
son that there is only one God, or even that God, in this 
sense, exists. On the other hand, if God be understood as 
“that than which nothing is more noble and mote perfect,” 
it may be possible to show that He exists but it is impos- 
sible to prove philosophically that He is unique.5¢ 

While he limited the power of human reason to prove 
philosophical conclusions, Ockham believed in the usual 
articles of Christian faith. He was particularly impressed 
by the omnipotence and freedom of God—and frequently 
appealed to these attributes in his reasoning about man’s 
capacities and actions. Like Duns Scotus, Ockham identi- 
fied moral action with volitional activity: “No act is virtu- 
ous or vicious unless it is voluntary and in the power of 
the will.”5® In discussing this, Ockham shows how he 
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considers the will of God to be the ultimate source of 
morality. God may will that any action be good or bad, 
provided He does not become involved in contradiction. 
For instance, God could command a man not to love God 
for a certain time—and this would become a good action 
for that period.5¢ Of course William still speaks of the 
need to be guided by right reason (“every right will is in 
conformity with right reason”), but this does not mean 
that reason rectifies the volitional act; rather, reason is 
right because God has willed it to be so.*? 

Thus begins in Christian thinking about morality the 
authoritarian teaching that God could rightly order man 
to do almost anything and, in view of the absolute omnipo- 
tence of God, the consequent actions would be good. 
Evidently, Ockham did not mean that, having established 
one set of moral rules, God is going to change them 
arbitrarily. But he did think that it is within the absolute 
power of God to alter most of the accepted precepts of 
morality. The consequences of this Ockhamistic doctrine 
are tremendous: moral law is reduced to positive divine 
law, obligation is contingent, and it is doubtful that a 
valid ethics can be constructed apart from theology. 

Ockhamist ethics, then, is traly authoritarian. It is the 
clearest example in medieval Christian thought of a 
theological approbative theory. God is the boss and what- 
ever He wills to be right is what is morally good. This 
became the standard teaching of this type of nominalis- 
tic Scholasticism. Gabriel Biel (1425-1495) continued 
this doctrine in the next century. His writings were studied 
by many of the early modem ethicians and influenced 
some of the prominent figures in the Reformation. 

Natural law ethics contrasts with the positivist character 
of Ockhamism. There were some,medieval writers who de- 
veloped the notion of the “law of nature” within the con- 
text of jurisprudence. Henry de Bracton (d. 1268) exem- 
plified this lawyer’s approach to the right and the good in 
his book On the Laws and Customs of England®* Two 
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centuries later, Sir John Fortescue (ca. 1385-1476) con- 
tinued the same natural law tradition in his work On the 
Merits of the Laws of England. Fortescue’s views are close 
to the teaching of Aristotle. He quotes with approval the 
Nicomachean Ethies: “Natural law is that which has the 
same force among all men.”5® In fact, Fortescue’s version 
of the right reason theory is very similar to what we saw 
in Thomas Aquinas, 

At the end of the Middle Ages there were frequently 

three chairs of philosophy (and theology) in the great 
European universities. A student had a choice of Scotism 
Ockhamism, or Thomism. To some extent the same ae 
visiveness carried over into moral science and ethical 
theory, There were many commentators in each of the 
three schools but they showed little originality. Among the 
Thomist wiiters, Antoninus of Florence (1389-1459) was a 
bishop who expanded and updated Thomas’ teaching on 
the moral problems of social life. He is considered a 
pioneer thinker on the moral aspects of economics. An- 
toninus’ basic ethical position is Thomistic. 
An oddity in the same period is the vernacular moraliz- 
ing of the German priest Albrecht von Eyb (1420-1475), 
He was not interested in ethical theory: his two treatises 
contain long lists of virtues and pious maxims addressed to 
the common people rather than the world of scholarship. 
Von Eyb’s forthright but simple teaching was not unlike 
that of Martin Luther in the next generation. 

‘Two English writers bring to a close the history of right 
reason ethics in the Middle Ages. Reginald Pecock (ca, 
1393-1460) was a Catholic bishop who became concerned 
about the effects of the Lollard movement within Chris- 
tamty, In opposition to the view that simple faith and 
Bible reading offer adequate moral guidance for the good 
life, Pecock wrote a series of English treatises that stressed 
the primacy of reason. The natural function of reason, he 
argued, is to decide what ought to be done.®® God accepts 
no good deed unless it be in accord with the judgment of 
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reason (“the doom of zesoun”). It is the natural function 
of man’s will to do what right reason dictates. Bishop 
Pecock distinguished two branches of practical knowledge: 
moral philosophy and theology. At times he implied that 
ethics is the more important for salvation. As can be ex- 
pected, he encountered much criticism both from his 
Catholic colleagues and from the Lollards. Toward the 
end of his life he wrote: 


I... confess and acknowledge that I here before 
time [was] presuming of mine own naturall witt, and 
preferring the judgment of naturall reason before the 
New and Old Testaments, and the authority and 
determination of our modern Holy Church.®4 


In point of fact, Pecock’s ethical position was very close to 
that of Thomas Aquinas, although the bishop’s optimism 
about the salvific role of moral philosophy in the life of the 
Christian no doubt exceeded that of St. Thomas. 

Our last representative of this type of ethics, Richard 
Hooker (1553-1600), takes us well beyond the Middle 
Ages, but his version of right reason is well developed and 
very much in the tradition of the Middle Ages. He has 
been called the Anglican Aquinas. The first book of his 
Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity is an excellent summary of 
basic Thomistic ethics. Hooker taught that besides the su- 
preme eternal Jaw, which rests in “God’s bosom,” there is 
a second eternal law, which consists in the order of things 
in this universe, Man comes to understand this real order 
and its requirements from his natural experience and by 
the use of ordinary reasoning. He did not think that this 
view demands that one be a Platonist: “We are not of the 
opinion therefore, as some are, that nature in working hath 
before her certain exemplary draughts or patterns. . . .”62 
It is erroneous, he argues, to think that we need no reason 
besides God’s will in order to do the good. His opposition 
to ethical yoluntarism is evident in the following typical 
explanation: 
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Where understanding therefore needeth, in those 
things reason is the director of man’s Will by discover- 
ing in action what is good. For the Laws of well-doing 
are the dictates of right reason. . . . In the rest there 
is that light of Reason, whereby good may be known 
from evil, and which discovering the same rightly is 
termed right.& 


Hooker’s description of the law of reason in relation to 
other laws makes a fitting conclusion to this chapter on the 
ethics of right reason: 


Now that law which, as it is laid up in the bosom of 
God, they call Eternal, receiveth according unto the 
different kinds of things which are subject unto it 
different and sundry kinds of names, That part of it 
which didereth natural agents we call usually Nature’s 
law; that which Angels do clearly behold and without 
any swerving observe is a law Celestial and heavenly; 
the law of Reason, that which bindeth creatures rea- 
sonable tn this world, and with which by reason they 
may most plainly perceive themselves bound; that 
which bindeth them and is not known but by special 
revelation from God, Divine law; Human law, that 
which out of the law either of reason or of God men 
ptobably gathering to be expedient, they make it a 
law. All things therefore, which are as they ought to 
be, are conformed unto this second law eternal; and 
even those things which to this eternal law are not 
conformable are notwithstanding in some sort ordered 
by the first eternal law.®4 


Part Three 


Early Modern Ethics: 1450-1750 


CHAPTER Vit 


Humanist Ethics in the Rendissance 


The primary characteristic of ethical thinking in the Ren- 
aissance was its humanism. Man became the focal poimt of 
attention in the arts, in education, in philosophy, and even- 
tually in religion. The view that man the microcosm epito- 
mizes the whole of things was not unknown to the Middle 
Ages! but the fact remains that man was not the most 
fascinating object of investigation for the medieval scholar: 
God was, for both Christian and non-Christian. If we in- 
sist that Renaissance ethics was homocentric, that does 
not mean that the period was irreligious or atheistic. The 
good and right for man were still ultimately determined by 
reference to the law or will of God. The point is that even 
the more religious-minded ethicians at the dawn of modern 
philosophy focused their interest on the individual human 
person, his unlimited capacities, his freedom, his oppor- 
tunities not only for future salvation but for terrestrial 
accomplishment. 

In his Oration on the Dignity of Man, Giovanni Pico 
della Mirandola puts the following speech in the mouth 
of God. It is typical of this humanistic attitude. 


We have given you, O Adam. . . according to your 

_ desire and judgment, whatever place, whatever form, 
and whatever functions you shall desire. The nature of 
other creatures, which has been determined, is con- 
fined within the bounds prescribed by Us. You, who 
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are confined by no limits, shall determine for yourself 
your own nature, in accordance with your own free 
will, in whose hand I have placed you. . . . You may 
fashion yourself in whatever form you shall prefer.? 


No twentieth-century existentialist would criticize the 
thrust of this declaration of man’s freedom to make of 
himself whatever he willed. However, the Notebooks of 
Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) show that all is not op- 
timism in the Renaissance outlook on man, At one point 
Leonardo warns prophetically: 


Creatures shall be seen upon the earth who will 
always be fighting one with another, with very great 
losses and frequent deaths on either side. These shall 
set no bounds to their malice; by their fierce limbs a 
great ntimber of the trees in the immense forests of 
the world shall be laid level with the ground; and 
when they have crammed themselves with food it 
shall gratify their desixe to deal out death, affliction, 
labours, terrors and banishment to every living thing. 
And by reason of their boundless pride they shall wish 
to rise towards heaven. . . .? 


Tied in with this humanism was Renaissance classicism. 
Most of the Greek and Roman ethicians were edited, 
printed for the first time, and avidly studied in the fif- 
teenth and sixteenth centuries, Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics 
aud Epicureans, Seneca, Cicero, and Plotinus were now 
re-examined. Nor were the classics of Christian wisdom 
neglected: there was a renewed interest in the Greek and 
Latin Fathers of the Church and even in the teaching of 
Scholastics such as Thomas Aquinas and Duns Scotus. 
Mankind became newly conscious of the worth of its herit- 
age from the past at the same time that it looked forward 
to a greater future on earth. 
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Platonic Ethics in Italy 


One branch of this neoclassicism involved the revival of 
Platonism. The Church Council of Florence (1438-1445) 
was concerned with the project of reuniting the Greek and 
Latin branches of Christendom. Greek scholars (Gemistus 
Pletho, Georgios Scholarios, Teodoro Gaza, and Cardinal 
Bessarion) wrote on philosophical as well as religious 
topics. There was a tendency to downgrade Aristotle and 
to stress the thought of Plato and his school. Under Co- 
simo de’ Medici a Florentine school of Platonic studies de- 
veloped, partly as a courtly fad but also as a serious center 
of renewal in Christian education. Scarcely any formal 
writing or academic teaching of ethics was carried on in 
this school but its influence on other types of Renaissance 
ethics was profound. In this group we shall consider the 
thought of men like Nicholas of Cusa, Laurentius Valla, 
Marsilio Ficino, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Giordano 
Bruno, and Tommaso Campanella. Afl of them made some 
contribution to the growth of new philosophical attitudes 
in Italy. 

Nicholas of Cusa was neither an Italian nor a simple 
Platonist but we will consider him here because he did 
much of his work in Italy and he incorporated a good deal 
of Platonism into his highly personal approach to ethics. 
Eis name was Nicholas Kryfts (Krebs) and he was born 
at Kues (Cusa) on the Moselle River, in 1401. His educa- 
tion at Deventer, Heidelberg, and Padua led to a doctorate 
in canon law and various services as an ecclesiastical diplo- 
mat. Raised to the cardinalate in 1448, Nicholas died at 
Todi (Italy) in 1464. In spite of his involvement in the 
external affairs of his Church, he managed to wnite a good 
number of philosophical works. Of these, the treatise On 
Learned Ignorance (1440) and the work On the Vision of 
God (1453) deserve special mention. They combine sev- 
eral strains of Greek philosophy (Plato, Pythagoras, Plo- 
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tinus) with various types of Christian thought (Augus- 
tine, Albert, Meister Eckhart) and even include a certain 
amount of dabbling in writers on magic and the mystery 
religions of the East. Some commentators see Nicholas as 
a continuator of the nominalism of William of Ockham. 

Nicholas is critical of Aristotelian philosophy and its 
effects on theology and moral teaching. He sees the prin- 
ciple of contradiction as the keynote to the method of 
Auistotle. In his On Learned Ignorance (with a further 
development in the contemporary De conjecturis) he ar- 
gues that contradiction may be overcome in infinity. In 
the absolute maximum of reality there is a coincidentia 
oppositorum, a fusion of contraries, which transcends the 
ordinary oppositions of syllogistic logic. This maximum is 
at once Creator and creature.4 Human nature exists in 
the individual: only but in the case of the human nature 
of Christ we find the absolute Maximum, the unique in- 
stance of the microcosm which combines perfections of 
the lowest and highest order. The notion of “learned ig- 
norance” goes back to Socrates, of course, but Nicholas 
sees this ignorance as the essence of wisdom. When he 
faces the infinite, man most requires the humility that 
consists in realizing his intellectual limitations. 

Ethically, Nicholas is a teleological eudaimonist, Man’s 
“fntellect has a natural movement towards the most ab- 
stract truth as being the end of all its desires and its final 
and most delectable object.”5 This ultimate end of moral 
activity is God. To understand how to achieve final union 
with God one must start with faith, “In every science cer- 
tain things must be accepted as first principles if the sub- 
ject matter is to be understood; and these first postulates 
rest only upon faith.”6 There is, however, a natural desire 
in man’s mind for the eternal. Thus the study of the good 
life for man (ethics) involves a combination of faith and 
natural understanding, 

Very much interested in the eventual union of all men 
in one religion, Nicholas argued that there are a small 
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number of initial moral rules known intuitively by all na- 
tions. These he takes to be roughly equivalent to the pre- 
cepts of the Decalogue and the two Christian precepts of 
charity. Ali moral laws can be traced back to love as their 
source, His treatise On the Peace of Faith (1453) is a 
dialogue that develops this idea that men of all religions 
and all nationalities are in basic moral agreement on how 
to live well. Optimistically, Nicholas concludes this trea- 
tise: “Therefore, it was concluded from reason that in 
heaven a harmony is somehow permitted.”? The influence 
of this remarkable thinker is found not only in his imme- 
diate successors of the Italian Renaissance but in much 
German mystical and moral speculation and even in the 
metaphysical edifices of Spinoza, Schelling, and Hegel. 

One of the first Italian humanists to treat of ethical 
problems was Laurentius Valla (1406-1457). He was a 
blunt critic of Aristotelian philosophy and his De voluptate 
offers a defense of Epicurean ethics. Valla argued in the 
treatise On Free Choice that the relation of human free- 
dom to divine omnipotence is such a great problem that 
philosophy cannot solve it. Like his contemporary, Nicho- 
las of Cusa, Vatla felt that faith was a necessary starting 
point for philosophy and that some problems can only be 
handled with the resources of Christian belief. ; 

The two outstanding Platonists of this period in Italy 
were Marsilio Ficino and John Pico della Mirandola,. 
Ficino (1433-1499) was the central figure in the Floren- 
tine academy and he made the first Latin translation of 
Plotinus’ Enneads. He also translated and commented on 
several Platonic dialogues. The work in which his own 
somewhat eclectic ethical view is best seen is the Platonic 
Theology but he also developed his teaching in the Book 
on Pleasure and the treatise On Divine Love. Like Nicho- 
las, Ficino exalted love as the ideal standard of moral liy- 
ing: the love that binds all men in one species as children 
of God is called humanitas.8 This ideal “humanity is the 
source not only of the goodness and beauty in the life of 
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the individual man; it is the standard of perfection in the 
arts and all human endeavors. Ficino is a pioneer in the 
introduction of humanism into modern philosophy. Like 
all followers of Plotinus, he taught that true happiness re- 
quires a turning from the earthly to the transcendent: 
“Our soul by means of the intellect and will, as by those 
twin Platonic wings, flies toward God.”® 

The same theme of “flight from the world” is evident 
throughout the writing of Giovanni Pico della Mirandola 
(1463-1494). Echoing passages from the Old and New 
Testaments in a text that is basically Platonic, Pico says: 


Let us therefore fly from the world, which is con- 
firmed in evil [cf. I John 5:19]; let us soar to the Fa- 
ther in whom are the peace that unifies, the true 
light, aad the greatest happiness. But what will give 
us wings to soar [cf. Ps. 44:7]? The love of the things 
that are above [cf. Col. 3:1-3]. What will take them | 
from us? The lust for the things below, to follow 
which is to lose unity, truth, and goodness.1° 


As we saw at the beginning of this chapter, Pico epito- 
mized the Renaissance optimism in regard to the future 
of mankind in his Oration on the Dignity of Man (1486). 
While he was eclectic in his ethics and openly expressed 
his aspiration to combine the philosophies of Plato and 
Aristotle, Pico was actually the funnel through which Pla- 
tonic ideals poured into sixteenth-century ethical writings. 
British Platonism is particularly indebted to him, as can 
be seen from Thomas Elyot’s translation of Pico’s Rules 
of a Christian Lyfe (1534), and from Thomas More’s 
translation of the Life of Pico della Mirandola (1510), 
which was written by John Pico’s nephew Gianfranceseo. 

Even more influential was Giordano Bruno (1548- 
1600), who produced three ethical treatises: The Expul- 
sion of the Triumphant Beast (1584), The Cabal of the 
Horse Pegasus (1585), and The Heroic Frenzies (1585). 
His speculative philosophy was much influenced by Neo- 
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latonism and the theory of the coincidentia oppositorum 
of Nicholas of Cusa. The result in Bruno is something 
yery close to a pantheism. Man as an individual is merely 
a modification of infinite substance. Yet man does live 
some sort of moral life by taking a personal stand in rela- 
tion to the ongoing process of cosmic nature under the 
direction of divine necessity. It is clear that Stoicism lies 
in the background of Bruno’s ethical theory and Spinozism 
in its foreground. One interpreter sums Up Bruno’s view 
of the ethical life as follows: 


When man, through wisdom, knows the cternal 
law and accepts it in his will, and he tends toward 
the goal assigned to the universe by God and in a so- 
cial life regulated by the Law he represents the pet- 
fection of the world—he then becomes God’s in- 
strument in the accomplishment of the ends of the 
Cosmos.!! 


The “heroic frenzy” in Bruno’s poetic language means the 
agony that the human individual undergoes In trying to 
assert some degree of freedom and personality in a umi- 
verse which is ruled by necessity and in which a man 1s 
but a bubble in the imfinite. es 3 
Fragments of ethical theories of quite diverse origin ap- 
pear disconcertingly in Bruno’s writings. Thus in the work 
On the Infinite, Universe and Worlds he suggests that 
“there is in the spirit of everyone a certain natural holi- 
ness, which sits in the inmost shrine of the intellect, and 
distinguishes between good and evil.”!? This may simply 
be an echo of the Scholastic theory of synderesis. On the 
other hand, his notion that the heart is the center, or 
monuad, from which radiate all the forces of human life 
and feeling, is frankly attributed by Bruno himself to Py- 
thagoreanism.!® So conceived, the “heart” becomes (with 
reason, concupiscence, and will} one of the four powers 
in which virtue may grow. Prudence in practical reason, 
fortitude in the heart, temperance in the concupiscible 
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power—all three are subsumed under justice as a general 
virtue. This is, of course, very much like the teaching in 
the fourth book of Plato’s Republic. Bruno’s rather chaotic 
ethics may have influenced Leibniz and Spinoza; there is 
no question that he was popular with some of the German 
idealistic ethicians from Hegel onward. 

With Tommaso Campanella (1568-1639) we are much 
removed from the simple Platonism of the early Floren- 
tine school. Yet his City of the Sun is a utopian work 
which owes something to Plato’s Republic. Although his 
theory of knowledge seems to reduce all human knowing 
to sense perception, Campanella speaks of the soul intro- 
specting and finding that its three inner attributes are 
power (posse), cognition (nosse), and will (velle). These 
are paralleled by the divine attributes: omnipotence, om- 
niscience, atidgoodness. He even suggests that the ideal 
state will have three rulers corresponding to the foregoing: 
Power (in charge of war and peace), Wisdom (in charge 
of arts, sciences, and education), and Love (in charge of 
the procreation and upbringing of children). What is good 
for the individual citizen depends on the promotion of 
the welfare of society. In this teaching he may have an- 


ticipated in a vague way the later theory of social utili- 
tarianism. 


Platonic Ethics in England 


A similar trend toward the philosophy of Plato is also 
found in England. Underlying all versions of Platonic 
ethics is the conviction that there are certain universal 
standards of goodness, rectitude, temperance, courage, 
equality, and so on. In Christian Platonism (which is what 
is found in the Renaissance) these ideals of virtue are 
considered to exist as exemplars in the mind of God. Such 
a view was very widespread in European centers of learn- 
ing at the beginning of the modern era. Even thinkers 
like Bruno and Campanella who came to be regarded as 
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heretics by ecclesiastical authorities did not challenge this 
teaching. Nor did the Protestant Reformation necessarily 
require the abandoning of the Platonic position in ethics, 
even though it became more and moze difficult to main- 
tain such a universalism in company with a nominalistic 
theory of knowledge and reality. The fact is that many 
personalities in the early Reformation movement did come 
bine Platonism with their moral and_ religious views. 
Nowhere was this more evident than in early British 
humanism. 

We have seen in the preceding chapter how Richard 
Hooker, in the last half of the sixteenth century, taught a 
kind of ethics that is in direct continuity with the recta 
ratio doctrine of Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth cen- 
tury. To many readers at the end of the Renaissance (and 
to many today), Hooker would look like an ethical Pla- 
tonist4 Much the same judgment could be made on that 
little-understood school of British philosophers called the 
“Cambridge Platonists.” They, too, are Platonists in only a 
very special sense; we shall examine their ethical position 
in the next chapter. At present we are concerned with the 
yather direct influence of some of Plato’s philosophy on 
English ethicians of the Renaissance. It would be possible 
to discuss many writers under this category, since nearly 
all English classical scholars of the period have some in- 
terest in Plato’s moral dialogues, but our survey will be 
limited to three leading figures. 

One of the most unusual humanists in Renaissance Eng- 
land was Thomas More (1478-1535). A Catholic layman, 
he became lord chancellor of England and was executed 
for refusing to acknowledge that Henry VIII was head of 
the Church in England. More’s Utopia was wnitten im 
Latin and published on the Continent forty-five years be- 
fore its posthumous appearance in English from a London 
printer. The work is obviously influenced by Plato’s Re- 
public. It also appears to be a reaction to Machiavelli’s 
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The Prince (1513), but the fact is that More did not 
know the Italian treatise,1® 

The ethical position taken by More in his Utopia is de- 
liberately marked off from Biblical and early Christian 
moralizing. After arguing that reason may develop certain 
principles of natural religion, More proceeds to a theory 
of psychological hedonism limited only by a reasonable 
concem for the welfare of society. Few secondary works 
seem to note this important statement of ethical egoism 
a whole century before Hobbes, and of the theory of natu- 
ral religion a hundred years in anticipation of Herbert of 
Cherbury. Speaking of the Utopians, Thomas More writes: 


They define virtue thus, that it is a living according 
to Nature, and think that we are made by God for 
that end;*they believe that a man follows the dictates 
of Nature when he pursues or avoids things according 
to the direction of reason; they say that the first dic- 
tate of reason is the kindling in us a love and rever- 
ence for the Divine Majesty, to whom we owe both 
all that we have and all that we can hope for. In the 
next place, reason directs us to keep our minds as 
free from passion and as cheerful as we can, and that 
we should consider ourselves as bound by the ties 
of good-nature and humanity to use our utmost en- 
deavors to help forward the happiness of all other 
persons, . . 18 


Thus far, More’s view does not differ from that of many 
open-minded and socially conscious Christians, However, 
he next draws his own inferences about the value of seek- 
ing personal pleasure, in the immediately following lines: 


And from thence they infer, that if a man ought to 
advance the welfare and comfort of the rest of man- 
kind, there being no virtue more proper and peculiar 
to our nature than to ease the miseries of others, to 
free from trouble and anxiety in furnishing them with 
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the comforts of life, in which pleasure consists, Na- 
ture much more vigorously leads him to do all this for 
himself. A life of pleasure is either a real evil, and in 
that case we ought not to assist others in their pursuit 
of it. . . or if it is a good thing, so that we not only 
may, but ought to help others to it, why then ought 
not a man to begin with himself? Since no man can 
be more bound to look after the good of another than 
after his own; for Nature cannot direct us to be good 
and kind to others, and yet at the same time to be un- 
merciful and cruel to ourselves. Thus, as they define 
virtue to be living according to Nature, so they imag- 
ine that Nature prompts all people on to seek after 
pleasure, as the end of all they do? 


Later More defines pleasure as “every motion or state, 
either of body or mind, in which Nature teaches us to de- 
light.” Within the next few pages he lists and examines in 
some detail what these mental and physical satisfactions 
are considered to be. Hobbes no doubt read all this and 
liked it. ; 

If Thomas More’s ethics is Platonic in a broad sense 
(as inspired by the Republic and a view that man’s unt- 
yersal nature indicates the way of virtue to each person) , 
then the outlook of Sir Thomas Elyot (ca. 1490~1 546) is 
more strictly in the classic tradition of Plato. We have 
already noted that Elyot was associated with Italian Pla- 
tonism by virtue of his translation of The Rules of a 
Christian Life written by Giovanni Pico della Mirandola 
(1534). Several years earlier _Elyot had composed The 
Boke Named the Goyernour, in continuation of the medi- 
eval literary tradition of the “Book for Princes.” Elyot’s 
ethical foundation for the education of a political suler 


follows close upon the Greek doctrine of the great virtues. 


Prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance are discussed 
with all their “parts” or associated virtues. The one non- 
classical virtue inserted by Elyot is that of faith.t* Aris- 
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totle is much quoted throughout but Plato is “the most 
noble Philosopher.” Perhaps the greatest contribution from 
Thomas Elyot to English ethical writing is his coining of 
many new vernacular terms to express the nuances of 
practical discourse. He, more than any other, may be te- 
garded as the father of ethics written in English.1° 

Although a poet and not a moral philosopher, Edmund 
Spenser (cd. 1552-1599) probably did more than any 
philosophical writer of the period to transmit the Platonic 
outlook on the good and the beautiful to England. Com- 
pare him with a contemporary named William Baldwin 
who published in 1597 A Treatise of Morall Philosophy, 
Wherein Is Contained the Worthy Sayings of Philoso- 
phers, Emperors, Kings, and Orators. The contribution of 
Baldwin’s wark, is minimal.2° On the other hand, Spen- 
ser’s Foure Hymmnes publicized the doctrine that there are 
ideal standards of aesthetic and moral judgment which 
immutably and eternally regulate the proper expressions 
of human taste. Thus the Hymne in Honour of Beautie 
speaks of the “goodly Paterne” from which the Creator 
(“the great Workmaister”) has formed all things on earth. 
It further suggests that the human soul is similarly in- 
formed from above with the “seede of vertue.” Spenser’s 
stress on the moral influence of high-minded love indicates 
the source of this poem: the treatise De amore divino of 
Marsilio Ficino. In point of fact, most British writing on 
Platonic ethics is tributary to Italian humanism, 


Aristotelian Ethics in the Renaissance 


The works of Aristotle that have survived are not ele- 
gant and attractive literary pieces. In the estimation of a 
period which valued aesthetic appeal, the Nicomachean 
Ethics ranked quite low. Yet one of the earliest of the 
Italian classicists, Leonardo Bruni, or Aretino (1369- 
1444), translated it along with the Politics. Even in his 
own Introduction to Moral Instruction (Isagogicon Mo- 
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ralis Disciplinae) Leonardo Bruni gives preference to the 
ethics of Aristotle, although he offers brief glimpses of the 
moral philosophies of the other Greek schools.21 

In Renaissance Italy the great center of Aristotelian 
studies was Padua and many of the books written in this 
school were published by the printers of nearby Venice. 
The Paduan Aristotelians, unlike the majority of Renais- 
sance scholars, were nonclerics. Medical doctors in north 
Italy took up the study of the scientific works of Aristotle 
and expanded their interests in the direction of the Aver- 
roistic interpretation of the peripatetic psychology and phi- 
losophy.*2 Their commentaries stressed the empirical and 
materialistic tendencies of the original works. In the area 
of practical philosophy, their Aristotelianism was some- 
what deterministic and materialistic in orientation. The 
annotations of men like Alexander Achillini (1463-1512), 
Agostino Nifo (1473-1546), Marcantonio Zimara (d. 
1532), and Giacomo Zabarella (1533-1589) were printed 
with the early Latin editions of Aristotle’s works. They 
influenced even Scholastic writers of the period (such as 
Cardinal Tommaso de Vio, known as Cajetan, 1469-1534) 
so that they hesitated to offer philosophical arguments for 
the spirituality and immortality of the human soul and for 
the freedom of man and the noneternity of the world. 

Pietro Pomponazzi (1462-1525) actually criticized. the 
Averroist. interpretation of Aristotle, in his treatise on the 
Immortality of the Soul. Yet he also argued that Aquinas 
had been too optimistic in thinking that he could establish 
the spirituality and immortality of the soul by using Aris- 
totle’s philosophy. Pomponazzi insisted that he believed 
these things but did not know them philosophically.23 
The thirteenth and fourteenth chapters of the Immortality 
of the Soul show that Pomponazzi viewed eudaimonia in 
terms of man’s natural life on earth. The moral goal that 
is attainable by. all men is a life in accord with the usual 
moral virtues. Man’s oft-mentioned desire for immortality 
is not really different from the brute animal’s natural de- 
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sire to avoid death. Thus we have a version of Renais- 
sance Aristotelian ethics which is completely naturalistic. 

Pomponazzi always professed to believe in Christianity 
but one of his followers, Lucilio Vanini (1585-1619), 
pushed this position to its extreme in openly attacking the 
established religion in England. Vanini was eventually con- 
victed as a libertine and atheist, at Toulouse. In contem- 
porary: Soviet scholarship, Vanini is regarded as an impor- 
tant ‘predecessor of Diderot, Helvétius, and d’Holbach, as 
well as of dialectical materialism.?* 

A quite different school of Aristotelian ethics is found 
in Catholic Scholasticism. Its activities were centered in 
Spain and Portugal but extended somewhat into other 
countries of Europe. Typical of this movement was Fran- 
cisco de Vitoria (1480-1546), a Dominican professor at 
the University of Salamanca. His Commentary on the 
Second Part of the Summa Theologiae is a well-informed 
study of the moral teaching of Thomas Aquinas. In his 
treatise On the Law of War (1532), however, Vitoria 
shows more of his personal ability as a practical thinker on 
problems of international relations. In the thirteenth cen- 
tury, Thomas had stated three conditions that would have 
to be satisfied before a country could be justified in waging 
war: (1) that it be waged by the authority of a sovereign 
state; (2) that it be waged for a just cause; and (3) that 
it be waged to promote some good or to avoid some evil. 
Vitoria discusses each of these conditions very thoroughly. 
As to what is a good reason for going to wat, he denies that 
difference of religion, extension of empire, or the glory of a 
prince are just causes for making war. He concludes: 
“There is a single and only just cause for commencing a 
war, namely, a wrong received, .. .”26 The other two 
conditions are similarly clarified by Vitoria. More signifi- 
cant today, he adds a fourth condition of his own: the just 
war must be conducted in a reasonable and moderate man- 
ner. Thus he raises the important ethical question of the 
use of proper means. In particular, Vitoria emphasizes the 
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point that the good results of a war should exceed the evil 
consequences: “If any war should be advantageous to one 
province or nation but injurious to the world or to Chris- 
tendom, it is my belief that, for this very reason, that war 
is unjust.”27 rae 

As a consequence of views such as the foregoing, Vitoria 
is regarded by many as the founder of the theory of inter- 
national law. He lived at a time when national spirit and 
the theory of sovereignty reached their peak yet he strongly 
supported the project of one world state and of a law that 
would be truly international. This Vitoria viewed as not 
merely a matter of political expediency; his moral disap- 
proval of refusal to cooperate with world regulation is 
frankly expressed. “It is clear,” Vitoria wrote, that they 
who violate these international rules, whether in peace or 
in war, commit a mortal sin.” No Scholastic philosopher 
could be more forthright. 

Besides the Dominican writers in the Tberian Peninsula 
the outstanding group of Aristotelian Scholastics was found 
in the Society of Jesus. Almost from the beginning the 
textbook for philosophical studies in the Jesuit course of 
studies was the Opera Omnia of Aristotle. A Renaissance 
Jesuit, Sylvester Maurus (1619-1687), provided the stand- 
ard printing, with commentary, of Aristotle in Latin. In 
the textbook series published by the Jesuits of Coimbra 
(the famous Cursus Conimbricensis) the commentary on 
the Nicomachean Ethics went through many printings.28 
The Jesuit, Juan de Mariana (1536-1624), was very much 
in the tradition of Aristotle in his treatise on The King and 
the Education of the King (1599). In opposing the idea 
that whatever the ruler decreed was morally binding, 
Mariana was one of the originators of the theory of lim- 
ited monarchy and of the origin of political power in the 
people. 

The founder of the Jesuits, Ignatius of Loyola (ca. 
1491-1556), had studied philosophy and theology at the 
University of Paris. He came away with a tremendous xe- 
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spect for Aristotle. The Jesuit concept of the education of 
the whole man owes a good deal to the ideals of classical 
humanism.2® One of the early scholars who developed 
this ideal was Robert Bellarmine (1542-1621). It is pos- 
sible that he was the Renaissance Jesuit who best under- 
stood the practical philosophy of Thomas Aquinas, but his 
Lectures on the Summa of Theology have never been 
edited although they are preserved in the archives of the 
Gregorian University in Rome. We do know that on the 
thorny question of freedom of choice Bellarmine main- 
tained that the act of human election is a joint function 
of intellect and will. Thus freedom is a function of the 
whole man and not merely of his will. In fact, the will “is 
free in electing, not because it is not necessarily deter- 
mined by the last and practical judgment of reason, but 
because this “tltimate and practical judgment is in the 
power of the will.”80 

Francisco Suarez (1548-1617) was the most important 
and influential ethician in the Renaissance. This Spanish 
Jesuit exerted a strong influence on many textbooks in 
ethics, in both the Catholic and Protestant traditions, well 
into the nineteenth century. Even today Suarez is impor- 
tant in the moral writings of Catholic thinkers in Spain 
and the Latin-American countries. Until a generation ago 
most ethics textbooks produced by British and United 
States scholastic ethicians were Suarezian in inspiration. 

The works of Suarez that are of significance in the his- 
tory of ethics are four. He taught a course On the Soul 
when he was a young man (possibly at Segovia, 1571), 
which he partly revised before his death; this is the De 
Anima published in 1621. It gives a good exposition of 
his early psychological views. Second, Sudrez gave a series 
of lectures in moral theology (remotely based on Aquinas, 
Summa Theologiae, I-II) at the Roman College of the 
Jesuits, probably in 1580-1582. This course was posthu- 
mously published as a series of disputations entitled On 
the Ultimate End, the Voluntary, and the Goodness of 
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Human Acts (Opera Omnia, Tome IV). Third, in his 
early twenties Sudrez made a plan for a huge treatise in 
metaphysics; it was eventually finished and published in 
1597 under the title Metaphysical Disputations. The tenth 
of the twenty “disputations” in this work treats of good- 
ness in all its aspects, including the moral goodness of 
human acts. Fourth, his treatise On Laws was published 
in 1612; it is very important for his theory of obligation 
and of the relation of natural law to positive laws. 

Suarez continually cited almost two hundred authors 
from among his predecessors. He developed his own ethi- 
cal position as a combination and rethinking of the views 
of Thomas Aquinas, Henry of Ghent, Duns Scotus, Wil- 
liam of Ockham, and many others. He regarded himself 
as a Thomist but his philosophy, in the field of ethics es- 
pecially, is not identical with that of Thomas Aquinas. 
Suarezian metaphysics deals with being as conceived al- 
most univocally; the analogy of intrinsic attribution ad- 
mitted in this theory is far removed from the Thomistic 
notion of analogy. Essence and esse are not radically dis- 
tinguished by Sudrez and his theory of matter and form 
grants a certain entity to matter that would not be ad- 
mitted in Thomism. But the two points in Sudrez’s specu- 
lative philosophy which have a most important bearing on 
his ethics are his diminution of the reality of the universal 
as a nature, and his depreciation of the role of final causal- 
ity. He has been accused of nominalism (that is, the view 
that universal natures, such as humanity, are merely terms 
or signs) but his actual position seems somewhere between 
the terminism of Ockham and the moderate realism of 
Thomas. Suarez thought that a universal is a concept pro- 
duced by the discursive action of the possible intellect 
moving from its initial conception of individual beings to 
a generalized meaning3? As a result of this diminished 
reality in the universality of human nature, Sudrez is 
forced to adopt a teaching on ethical obligation that 
stresses the basing of this oughtness on God’s will, 
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Of equal importance is the growth of the doctrine that 
the only important kind of causality is eficiency. In Aris- 
totle, and in his commentators up to the fourteenth cen- 
tury, the final cause or end of an event was thought to be 
at least as important in the explanation of operations as 
was the efficient cause or agent. All the different kinds of 
things, trees and dogs and men, were thought to have na- 
tures with a fimality (end-dixectedness) peculiar to each 
type of being. In such a metaphysics, the good actions of 
each species of being were those that promoted the de- 
velopment of this being as tending naturally toward its 
end. Ockham was one of the first thinkers to challenge 
this teaching on the finality of human nature. By the time 
that Francisco Sudrez began to teach, it caused little or no 
stir when he bluntly called the causality of the end a 
metaphor.®* THis takes much of the force out of a teleo- 
logical approach to ethical judgment. It is usually said 
that Francis:Bacon threw final causes out of scientific ex- 
planation: they had already been thrown out in the four- 
teenth century. 

The language of Suarez’s ethics, then, is reminiscent of 
that of Thomas but the actual thinking is different. When 
the Spanish Jesuit says that human nature is the proxi- 
mate standard of ethical judgment, he means what has 
come to be called in Suarezian textbooks “natura humana 
adequate considerata,” that is, man viewed in all his es- 
sential relations. Internally, each man (the individual, not 
the universal) is composed of certain vegetal, sensory, and 
rational capacities; externally, each man is related to God, 
other men, and to subhuman things, in an order of rights 
and duties. This contextual view of the individual person 
is what a Suarezian means by human nature adequately 
considered 54 

Suarez is a natural law ethician, He was a law student 
before becoming a Jesuit and he retained something of the 
mentality of the legal thinker, Natural law, for Suédrez, 
is that part of the eternal law in which God freely decrees 
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with His will the order to be observed in the free actions 
of intellectual creatures.25 Moral law may be viewed in 
two ways: actively, as issuing from the divine will; pas- 
sively, as received and accepted by men. Man’s reason is 
the power in which natural Jaw is known. We still have 
the language of “right reason” in Sudrez’s moral writings. 
This reeta ratio is now “the capacity (vis) of distinguish- 
ing between actions that are suitable and those that are 
unsuitable to human nature.”36 

A contemporary Jesuit, Gabriel Vasquez (ed. 1551- 
1604), was teaching that natural moral law is identical 
with man’s rational nature. Sudrez disagreed, arguing that 
law (lex) has a more definite and limited meaning than 
nature. Natural law is equivalent, he thought, to the judg- 
ments of right reason.#7 

Suarez situates his own position between two extremes 
that he finds in earlier Scholasticism. Gregory of Rimini 
(d. 1358) is understood by Suarez as saying that natural 
law merely “indicates” to man what should or should not 
be done. As he reads Gregory, this natural law does not 
really command man but simply shows him the way to 
live well. In other words, Gregory recognized very little 
obligation in the constitution of natural law. On the other 
hand, Sudrez takes William of Ockham as a rather thor- 
ough divine voluntarist: God’s will is the sole source of all 
distinctions between moral good and evil. So understood, 
Ockhamism would be a pure extrinsicism: nothing in the 
nature of man or his actions would ground ethical judg- 
ments, Sudrez tries to find a middle way: as he sees it, 
natural law has an obligatory force from the will of God 
but the fact that some actions are good for man is not the 
result of an arbitrary divine fiat; it is implied. in a man’s 
relations to his envixonment. Interpreters of the ethics of 


.Sudzez differ as to whether this is a moral voluntarism or 


an intellectualism. 
In any event, three kinds of precepts make up the con- 
tent of natural law, in Suarez. Primary precepts are rules 
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known immediately and intuitively by all normal human 
beings: the standard example is, “Do good and avoid evil.” 
Secondary precepts are more specific and limited; they re- 
quire a certain amount of experience and thought so that 
their terms may be understood, but these are also self- 
evident principles. Examples are: “Do no injury to any- 
one” and “Live temperately.” Sudrez thought that these 
primary and secondary principles of ethical judgment do 
not change, except in the sense that new conditions or 
new knowledge may broaden the meaning of their com- 
ponent terms.®* Lastly, there are tertiary precepts of 
moral law which require study and discursive reasoning 
to ground them. They are not self-evident but are derived 
from more basic rules, Precepts of this character are ex- 
emplifed by: “Lying is always immoral” and “Usury is 
unjust.”89 Ss: 

In his De Anima (4, 10, 9) the youthful Sudrez had 
taught that moral conscience is not merely an act of prac- 
tical judgment but that it is a habit of practical reason, 
In his later works, however, he described conscience as 
that judgment of practical understanding by which a man 
distinguishes between concrete good and evil (bonum et 
malum) and between what is commanded or prohibited 
(praeceptum vel prohibitum). In this development he 
tended to agree with Thomas Aquinas.*? So defined, con- 
science may be certain or doubtful. If certain, one must 
act in accord with conscience in order to do good. If doubt- 
ful, moral conscience is not an adequate guide; something 
should be done to remove the doubt, either by getting 
more information about facts or law, or by using “reflex 
principles.” One such principle is the rule of tutiorism: 
when in doubt always do what is morally “safe.” Another 
teflex principle is that of probabilism: when in doubt one 
may follow the guidance of any respected authority or ex- 
pert, even if his judgment is not a majority opinion.4! The 
application of these rules for the solution of problems of 
conscience is worked out in great detail, With other such 


180 


HUMANIST ETHICS IN THE RENAISSANCE 


reflex principles they have become part of the standard 
procedure used in that kind of applied moralizing which 
is called casuistry. seater 

It would be difficult to overstate the scope of Sudrez’s 
influence in ethics. Many of the leading modern philoso- 
phers from Hobbes to Schopenhauer studied ethics in text- 
books written from a partly Suarezian viewpoint. The 
seventeenth century saw the publication of dozens of man- 
vals of moral philosophy written by both Catholic and 
Protestant ethicians. In most of these academic books the 
ethics of Sudrez has some influence. Two examples of this 
sort of thing may be taken as typical. In Holland, Francis 
Burgersdijck (1590-1635) published a much-used text- 
book, Idea philosophiae moralis (Leiden, 1644). This 
book is a Protestant version of Suarez. It was the work 
that introduced John Stuart Mill to ethics.4? Another 
Dutch Protestant ethician, Andriaan Heereboord (1614- 
1661), studied under Burgersdijck at the University of 
Leiden and eventually wrote his own textbook, Philosophia 
rationdlis, moralis et naturdlis (Leiden, 1654). Heere- 
boord is often treated as a follower of Descartes; he was 
also an admirer of the ethics of Suarez. 


Protestant Reform Ethics 


This introduces the problem of the status of moral phi- 
losophy in the scholarship of the Reformed Churches. 
Philosophy, whether theoretical or practical, did not oc- 
cupy a high place in the esteem of some of the initiators 
of the Protestant Reformation. As one historian puts it: 
“Luther and the early reformers were bitter in their at- 
tacks upon Scholasticism and the influence of Aristotle, 
‘the damned heathen,’ although later Protestants were not 


- averse to explaining their theology by scholastic methods.” 


Indeed, Martin Luther (1483-1546) had little use for 
philosophical ethics; he has been called “that most un- 
philosophical of characters.”48 Yet he did exert a great 
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influence on later ethics and provided an excellent ex- 
ample of theological approbative ethics in a very pure 
form. A recent history sums up Luther’s view: “The only 
true moral rules are the divine commandments; and the 
divine commandments are understood in an Occamist per- 
spective—that is to say, they have no further rationale or 
justification than that they are the injunctions of God,”44 
In The Bondage of the Will, Luther wrote: 


But a man cannot be thoroughly humbled until he 
comes to know that his salvation is utterly beyond his 
own powers, counsel, endeavours, will, and works, and 
absolutely depending on the will, counsel, pleasure 
and word of another, that is, of God only.45 , 


The positive influence of Luther on modem ethics would 
seem to lie thiefly in his view of personal freedom. In 
spite of the fact that Luther wrote his Bondage of the 
Will to refute Erasmus’ Treatise on Free Choice (De 
libero arbitrio diatribe sive collatio, 1524), it is clear that 
Luther placed the act of faith, or individual submission 
to the Will of God, in the “heart” oy will. His denial of 
free will” in man, at the conclusion of The Bondage of 
the Will, is simply a statement of the limitations under 
which human volition operates. Luther did a great deal to 
bring this problem of man’s freedom under God to the 
forefront of attention in modern ethics. This emphasis on 
the individual man continued in the wiitings of Martin 
Bucer or Butzer (1491-1551), who was originally a Do- 
minican friar and who preached on the importance of per- 
sonal love of God as the keynote of the moral life, during 
his period at Strasbourg (1523-1 549) and eventually at 
Cambridge University in England (1549-1551). 

One of the most learned men among the early reform- 
ers was Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560). He did not 
share the general antipathy to Aristotle but lectured on 
the Nicomachean Ethics at Wittenberg and published his 
Scholia in 1542. Melanchthon also wrote a textbook in 
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ethics (Elementa philosophiae moralis), His personal 
teaching in ethics was distinguished by a theory of innate 
ideas (which may have influenced Leibniz). He thought 
that every man is endowed with a natural light (lumen 
naturale) that enlightens him with the idea of God and 
with certain inborn ethical principles from which his moral 
conduct may be directed. 

John Calvin (1509-1564) was another reformer who, 
though not a formal ethician, left his mark on practical 
philosophy. His teaching on original sin made men subject 
not only to the punishment for the sin of Adam but also 
with a nature vitiated by “the pollution to which the pun- 
ishment is justly due.”4® Convinced of the utter depravity 
of all men, Calvin drew up a strict and harsh code of 
human conduct and then showed his opinion of academic 
ethics by saying: “Now let those who are of the opinion 
that the philosophers have the only just and orderly sys- 
tems of moral philosophy show me, in any of their 
works, a more excellent economy than that which I have 
stated.”4#” There is in Calvin’s teaching on the absolute 
control of men by the divine will a view of moral law 
which is antithetic to the whole idea of natural law.48 

Of course, there were some early Protestant scholars 
who wrote and taught ethics of a more conventional and 
academic sort. We have already noted how people like 
Burgersdijck and Heereboord carried on much of the Scho- 
lastic tradition. Erhard Weigel (1625-1699) produced in 
Germany a version of Aristotelian ethics in geometric 
style: Analysis Aristotelica ex Euclide restituta (1658). 
Leibniz was probably referring to this work when he men- 
tioned an Ethica Euclidea that was a source for Pufen- 
dorf.4® Another German textbook writer who was much 
in vogue on the Continent and in England was Bartholo- 
maeus Keckermann (1571-1608). His System of Ethics 
(1607) is very critical of Aristotelian Scholasticism. Keck- 
ermann was associated with the attempt to supplant phi- 
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losophy with thetoric, in the movement founded by Pierre 
la Ramée (1515-1 572) i French Calvinism. 

Entirely apart from the academic tradition in ethics was 
the thought of the Silesian shoemaker Jakob Béhme or 
Behmen (1575-1624). He was a very unusual thinker 
something of a mystic and something of a Protestant here- 
tic. He saw God as a combination of good and evil (prob- 
ably under the influence of some preacher who had read 
Nicholas of Cusa). At times Béhme seems to have adopted 
a dualistic theory of evil in which man’s falling away from 
moral goodness is attributed to Satan, as a primordial cause 
of evil. An eschatological thinker, Béhme believed that all 
men would probably be brought back to goodness in the 
final days of creation. He took some of his teachings from 
another Protestant moralist, Valentine Weigel (1533~ 
1588, not to be confused with Erhard Weigel in the 
seventeenth century). Valentine Weigel wrote both in 
Latin (Libellus de beata vita, Halle, 1609) and in German 
(Erkenne dich selbst, Neustadt, 161 5). He was a devotee 
of the thought of Nicholas of Cusa. These men, especially 
Bohme, exerted a great influence on the ethical and re- 
ligious thinking of the later German romantics.5° 


Neoclassical Ethics in the Renaissance 


Platonism and Aristotelianism were by no means the 
only kinds of classical philosophy to be revived in this 
period. The three other schools that gave rise to some 
ethical speculation were skepticism, Epicureanism, and 
Stoicism. We shall examine each briefly. 

; Ethical skepticism might be defined as any point of 
view that denies that the moral philosopher has anything 
of value to teach. In this broad sense, Luther, Calvin, and 
many other religious teachers who are suspicious of ethics 
would be skeptics. A Catholic layman, Franz von Bander 
(1765-1841), expressed this attitude pungently: should 
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the devil ever appear on earth, said von Baader, it would 
be in the garb of a professor of moral philosophy! 

Besides this sort of thing there are several Renaissance 
examples of men who took the position that it is nonsense 
to try to distinguish moral good from evil. Niccolé Ma- 
chiavelli (1469-1527) is one of the first names to come 
to mind. His treatise The Prince (1513) and his Dis- 
courses on Livy (1517) are now classic examples of the 
view that if you want something badly enough you may 
do almost anything to get it, He was fascinated by the 
problem of political power: his solution to this problem 
is frankly amoral, as these lines indicate: 


It is necessary for a prince, who wishes to maintain 
himself, to learn how not to be good, and to use this 
knowledge and not use it, according to the necessities 
of the case. ... Some things which seem virtues 
would, if followed, lead to one’s ruin, and some others 
which appear vices result in one’s great security and 
wellbeing.54 


This political cynicism seems to be based on a thorough- 
going ethical skepticism. Human actions are good or bad 
solely in terms of their technical competence as means to 
achieve a given end, in this case the preservation of politi- 
cal power. This may be viewed as an anticipation of utili- 
tarianism of a peculiar sort: the standard is the advantage 
of the individual who happens to exercise civil power. 
This is not a formal species of ethics, perhaps, but it is an 
ethical position which has had many adherents. 

More in the tradition of the Greek skeptics were some 
of the philosophers of sixteenth-century France, Michel de 
Montaigne (1533-1592) has had a minor sole in the his- 
tory of ethics. His Essays (first published in 1580, revised 
several times by Montaigne) show a mind which is very 
pessimistic about the value of any kind of natural science 
or wisdom. He felt that the teachings of Christianity are 
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at least as believable as any of the deliverances of the phi- 
losophers, Montaigne adds, however: 


Should I examine, finally, whether it be in the 
power of man to find out that which he secks, and if 
that quest wherein he has busied himself so many 
ages has enriched him with any new force or any solid 
truth: I believe he will confess, if he speaks from his 
conscience, that all he has got by so long an inquiry is 
oly to have learned to know his own weakness. We 
have only by long study confirmed and verified the 
natural ignorance we were in before.®? 


As one historian has expressed it very well, Montaigne’s 
best advice as a moralist reduces to this rule: “Be content 
with your own human reality and learn to enjoy it mod- 
erately undéf*its temporal, composite, and habit-forming 
conditions.”53 There is some resemblance between this 
“situationism” of Montaigne and the existential stance 
adopted by a thinker like Albert Camus. The great differ- 
ence is that Montaigne felt that he could live a decent 
human life, whereas Camus was never quite sure of that. 

Other examples of Gallic skepticism in Renaissance eth- 
ics are not hard to find, Pierre Charron (1541-1603) was 
a French priest who also based his moral philosophy on a 
special kind of skepticism. His work on The Three Truths 
(1593) was actually a defense of theistic belief and of 
Christian teachings. But his treatise On Wisdom (1601) 
criticized what he saw as the pretensions of philosophical 
wisdom. ‘Theoretical philosophy had little appeal for 
Charron but he thought that there was a place for the 
practical wisdom of the ordinary man. Stoic ethics, with 
emphasis on a reasonable following of nature, is combined 
with a simple acceptance of God’s providence. 

A Portuguese physician, Franciscus Sanchez (ca. 1552—- 
1632}, became an instructor in medicine at Montpellier 
and Toulouse. He was impressed by the classic doubt of 
Pyrrho and also by an argument from Nicholas of Cusa. 
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To know any one thing well a person would have to know 
all things, and this is impossible. Sanchez’s treatise That 
Nothing Is Known (1580) not only presents this negative 
conclusion; it suggests that empirical knowledge (as con- 
trasted with syllogistically deduced systems) is possible. 
Because Sanchez stressed introspective experience of man’s 
psychic functions, he was a contributing factor in tuming 
the attention of philosophers and ethicians in the next 
generation, or s0, to the study of personal consciousness. 

Epicureanism, in the sense of an ethic of pexsonal pleas- 
ute, had some devotees in Renaissance Italy. We have 
seen that Laurentius Valla wrote an essay on pleasure (De 
Voluptate) that combined Plato with Epicurus. The fifth 
dialogue in Giordano Bruno’s Concerning the Infinite 
quotes at length from Lucretius’ Epicurean poem On the 
Nature of Things. However, the primary example of ethi- 
cal hedonism in the Renaissance is the French priest Pierre 
Gassendi (1592-1655). Chronologically, Gassendi is quite 
late to be considered as in this period (he is a contempo- 
rary of Descartes) but the ethical content of his writings 
js similar to that of many Renaissance writings, being 
merely a revival of the material on Epicurus and his teach- 
ing, as found in the tenth book of Diogenes Laértius. Two 
points, however, are distinctive in Gassendi’s version of 
the ethics of pleasure. First, unlike the original Epicureans, 
Cassendi believed that personal happiness is not attainable 
in this life but may be secured in the future life. His 
treatises On the Life and Moral Teachings of Epicurus 
(1647) and Outlines of the Philosophy of Epicurus 
(1658) offer a fusion of diluted Christian ethics with he- 
donism. Second, just as the Greek hedonists questioned 
the Stoic acceptance of the law of reason in nature, so 


’ Gassendi preceded Hobbes in attacking ethics based on 


the immutable and universal laws of nature. It is note- 
worthy that Ralph Cudworth treats Gassendi, along with 
Hobbes, as the prime opponent of the theory of natural 
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justice.5 On the Continent, then, Pierre Gassendi repre- 
sents a transitional stage of ethical egoism. 

Stoicism was much more popular than Epicureanism 
among ethical theorists of the Renaissance. In the Low 
Countries, Justus Lipsius, or Joest Lips (1547-1606) 
translated Seneca into the vernacular and wrote an Intro- 
duction to Stoic Philosophy which attempted to combine 
the practical wisdom of St. Augustine with the ethics of 
the Stoics.5> Unlike the skeptics who. were his contempo- 
raties and who were all influenced by the ethics of Stoi- 
cism, Lipsius had a high regard for the theoretical part 
of Stoicism. He thought that their view of nature and rea- 
son does provide a sound basis for a system of ethics.5¢ 

Equally prominent as a Neo-Stoic ethician was Guil- 
laume Du Vair (4 556-1621). He, too, started as a trans- 
lator, making ofe of the first vernacular versions of Epic- 
tetus’ Enchiridion. His Moral Philosophy of the Stoics 
(1585) was soon translated into English, as was Lipsius’ 
Two Books of Constancy, and these works helped to spread 
the doctrine of Stoicism in the formative period of British 
ethics. Besides the usual emphasis on practical wisdom 
that is characteristic of the Stoic, Du Vair developed his 
ethics in terms of other virtues held wp as ideals: clem- 
ency, justice, charity, and constancy. He was one of the first 
to write on these ethical ideals in French. 

Neo-Stoicism was never as influential in British ethics 
as it was on the Continent. Some of the English humanists 
were interested in classical Stoicism, of course, but they 
did not produce an ethics. It has been suggested that the 
famous translator of Homer, George Chapman (1559- 
1634), offered a “flamboyant” morality based on Stoicism 
in his plays.5? It is hardly a theoretic ethics. One could 
argue that Herbert of Cherbury (1583-1648) was a British 
Stoic ethician, His treatises On Truth (1624) and The 
Religion of the Gentiles (1645) expound a theory of in- 
nate ideas (notitiae communes) that provides a founda- 
tion for both natural religion and ethics. The terminology 
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is certainly Stoic, and so, possibly, is the inspiration. Lord 
Herbert’s five innately known truths (as listed in his De 
yeritate) are: (1) that God exists; (2) that God should 
be worshiped; (3) that a life of virtue is the best form of 
worship; (4) that sins are to be sepented; and (5) that 
there are moral sanctions in the future life.®* This is 
much more than Stoicism; it is a type of ethical a prioni, 
long before Immanuel Kant. 

In concluding this chapter on the ethics of the Renais- 
sance, one should point out that few, if any, distinctive 
ethical theories originated at this time. That is the reason 
why the period is usually omitted from histories of ethics. 
Yet it should also be evident that the Renaissance marked 
an important transitional stage from the ethics of the clas- 
sical and medieval thinkers to the better-known theories 
of the modern ethicians. In particular, it was in the Ren- 
gissance that a new and secular spirit came into ethical 
thinking. From this time onward, moral philosophy or 
ethics was no longer the exclusive domain of the cleric. It 
soon was recognized as a standard discipline in the liberal 
arts programs of the great university centers. In many, the 
teaching of philosophy bifurcated into the dual profes- 
sorate of mental and mora! philosophy. This was the real 
beginning of ethics in the academic institutions of the 
modern world. 
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British Egoism and Its Reactions 


In this chapter we shall examine British ethics running 
through the seventeenth and into the first part of the next 
century. Most of our thinkers are clergymen in the Angli- 
can, or Presbyterian Church; a few are Jaymen. Many ethi- 
cal treatises are still written in Latin but English is more 
and more the language of publication and controversy as 
the seventeenth century progresses. The central problem 
in ethics is seen as the explanation of the origin of man’s 
notions of moral good and evil. Practically all these British 
thinkers assert that the divine will is the ultimate source 
of moral distinctions, but much diversity is found in their 
yarious explanations of how the individual man comes to 
know what God wills. Much of the ethics in this period 
consists of indignant rebuttal to Thomas Hobbes’s asser- 
tion that the moral good is simply whatever pleasure may 
satisfy a man’s desires. Few ethicians in his century ac- 
cepted that answer, which has come to be called egoistic 
naturalism. 

Something of a transition to the new ethics of the seven- 
teenth century is found in the thought of Francis Bacon 
(1561-1626), who was actually a Renaissance man. His 


‘ works still show the influence of medieval Scholasticism, 


neoclassicism, and empiricism. He wrote no treatise on 
formal ethics but there is a section in his famous Advance- 
ment of Learning (1605) where he gives a brief outline of 
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his ethical thinking. The Essays (1597) contain much 
practical moralizing but little ethical theory. Bacon’s New 
Atlantis is a utopian fragment that illustrates his terest 
in the use of knowledge to improve the material condi- 
tions of human life. 

In the Advancement of Learning moral philosophy is 
described as “that knowledge which considereth of the Ap- 
petite and Will of Man.”! It has two parts: one studies 
the exemplars of good, virtue, duty, and felicity; the other 
(the “Georgics of the mind”) has to do with cultivating 
these seeds in the practical life of the individual man. 
Bacon feels that his predecessors have done rather well 
with the theory of the good life but earlier moralists have 
failed to show how these “exemplars” may be applied in 
practice, He caiticizes Seneca, Virgil, Zeno the Stoic, Ep- 
ictetus, but especially Aristotle, on this score. Aristotle 
was wrong in taking the life of speculative contemplation 
as morally the best: the active life is better. Francis Bacon 
always treats Christian theology (Divinity) with great re- 
spect; he professes to approve its teaching that the highest 
felicity can only be attained in the future world. However, 
after making his bow to religion he proceeds to ignore it 
almost entirely. One gets the impression that what is im- 
portant for Bacon is a good life on earth? 

Bacon distinguishes, in the same section of the Advance- 
ment of Learning, between the private good of the indi- 
vidual man and the common good of human society. ‘The 
latter is the more important and it is most plainly treated 
in “Christian law.” (This, of course, is but an echo of 
Scholastic moral teaching.) He gives very little information 
as to what the requirements of this law may be. There is 
throughout these chapters the suggestion that moral good 
and duty somehow are related to the welfare of human 
society. Bacon’s utilitarianism is not obvious but it is there. 
It is in strong contrast with the egoistic attitude of his 
one-time secretary, Thomas Hobbes, which we will now 
consider in some detail. 


192 


BRITISH EGOISM AND ITS REACTIONS 


Hobbes’s Ethical Egoism 


The moral theory that found somewhat random devel- 
opment in the various writings of Thomas Hobbes (1588- 
1679) has been one of the most noted and most criticized 
in the history of the subject. Actually, Hobbes has three 
systems of ethics: one is a theological approbative theory 
in which the will of God is the immediate ground of good 
and evil; the second is a social utilitarianism in which right 
and wrong are determined by the sovereign power of the 
state; and the third is the view that has come to be called 
egoism, in which moral good and evil are equivalent to 
pleasure and pain for the individual man. It is the third 
position that is most important historically, for it elicited 
a great variety of critical responses in the readers of 
Hobbes. 

Hobbes wrote both in Latin and in English. The first 
work of ethical significance was The Elements of Law, 
Natural and Politic, written in Paris about 1640, partly 
published in 1650, completely edited and published in 
1889. Two parts of this were entitled Human Nature and 
De corpore politico (On the Body Politic). His De cive 
(On the Citizen) was written and first published in Paris 
(1642). Hobbes’s most controversial work was published 
in 1651: Leviathan, or the Matter, Form and Power of a 
Commonwealth, Ecclesiastical and Civil. This was the 
book that most disturbed his contemporaries: its general 
message was that might is right. Some fifteen years later 
Hobbes finished and published De corpore (On Body) 
and De homine (On Man); these were published in Lon- 
don in 1655 and 1657. 

The general philosophical position adopted by. Hobbes 
may be summed up in two words: corporealism and sens- 
ism. All reality, he thought, was bodily; all events are of 
the nature of motion in place. As he describes it: “Motion 
is a continual relinquishing of one place, and acquiring of 
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another.” In men, motions are either vital (physiological 
functions) or animal (desire, aversion, and all functions 
of will). These two kinds of motion include all human 
activities. This is a thoroughgoing mechanism and it en- 
tails the teaching that the function of knowing is merely 
the motion of certain parts of the human body. “Sense, 
therefore, in the sentient, can be nothing else but motion 
in some of the internal parts of the sentient; and the parts 
so moved are parts of the organs of sense.” Understand- 
ing becomes simply a motion in the human brain; reason- 
ing is the “addition and substraction” (sic) of sensory 
images. Will is merely the last act of desire or aversion in 
any process of deliberation. 

Pleasure is that which “helps” vital or animal motion; 
pain hinders it, Good means whatever is the object of any 

man’s appetite or desire; evil is the object of his aversion.4 
Thus, Hobbes’s rule of egoism may be stated: “It is natu- 
ral, and so reasonable, for each individual to aim solely at 
his own preservation or pleasure.” The distinction of 
good and evil, then, depends on the relation of the objects 
of appetite to the person who desires or hates them. In 
the context of civil society (the commonwealth), actions 
are good or evil depending on their relations to the laws 
of a given state. “For it was shown that the civil laws were 
the rules of good and evil, just and unjust, honest and 
dishonest; that therefore what the legislator commands, 
must be held for good, and what he forbids for evil.”¢ 
And within the framework of the Kingdom of God, what 
God commands is good and what He forbids is evil. 

Hobbes writes, of course, that the law of nature is the 
“dictate of right reason.”? This should be understood in 
reference to his previously mentioned views on intellectual 
knowledge and its objects. There is no suggestion in 
Hobbes of a universal human nature that grounds such a 
law; humanity is merely a name that is conventionally 
given to some generalization that philosophers find useful 
in conversation.’ Hence Hobbes bluntly states: “This right 
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reason, which is the law, is no otherwise certainly right 
than by our making it so by our approbation of it and 
voluntary subjection to it.”9 

It is well known that Hobbes taught that man, in a 
state of nature before agreeing to form an organized so- 
ciety, is entirely selfish. This is the condition in which 
there is bellum omnium contra omnes (war of everyone 
against everyone) and it gives rise, Hobbes says, to the first 
“law of nature”: “that every man ought to endeavour 
peace, as far as he has hope of obtaining it; and when he 
cannot obtain it, that he may seek, and use, all helps, and 
advantages of war.”20 'The reason for asserting his first 
precept is that Hobbes was convinced that every man “has 
a right to every thing.” Of course, men may agree to limit 
this egoistic claim to all things. This gives rise not only to 
Hobbes’s theory of the conventional contract by which 
civil society is established but also to his second precept 
of the law of nature: 


that a man be willing, when others are so too, as far 
forth, as for peace, and defence of himself he shail 
think it necessary, to lay down this right to all things; 
and be contented with so much liberty against other 
men, as he would allow other men against himself. 


Hobbes has such a high opinion of this second precept 
that he calls it the “law of the Gospel” and the golden 
tule. Logically it is an odd law of nature, for it enjoins 
men to get away from the state of nature. If asked why 
men should obey this second precept, Hobbes would have 
to say: because it promotes the pleasure or preserves the 
life of each individual who submits to such a limitation of 
his “natural” appetites. It will be clear to any reader that 
Hobbes’s notion of natural law is quite different from 
the traditional theory of Richard Hooker or of Thomas 
Aquinas, 

To these two initial precepts of the law of nature 
Hobbes adds twelve more detailed rules: (1) “that men 
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perform their covenants made”; (2) “that a man who re- 
ceives benefit from another of grace, endeavour that he 
which gives it, have not reasonable cause to repent of his 
good will”; (3) “that every man strive to accommodate 
himself to the rest”; (4) “that upon caution of future 
time, a man ought to pardon the offences past of them 
that repenting, desire it’; (5) “that in revenges . . . men 
look not at the greatness of the evil past, but the greatness 
of the good to follow”; (6) “that no man by deed, word, 
countenance, gesture, declare hatred, or contempt of an- 
other”; (7) “that every man acknowledge another for his 
equal by nature”; (8) “that at the entrance into conditions 
of peace, no man require to reserve to himself any right, 
which he is not content should be reserved to every one of 
the rest”; (9) “that such things as cannot be divided, be 
enjoyed in cémmon, if it can be; and if the quantity of the 
thing permit, without stint; otherwise proportionably to 
the number of them that have right”; (10) “that the entire 
right; or else, making the use alternate, the first posses- 
sion, be determined by lot’; (11) “that all men that medi- 
ate peace, be allowed safe conduct”; and (12) “that they 
that are at controversy, submit their right to the judgment 
of an arbitrator.”12 In case it is not possible for all men 
to remember all these excellent rules (from Scripture, Ro- 
man law, canon law, and classical and Scholastic ethics), 
Hobbes contracts them “into one easy sum,” which is a 
negative formula of the golden rule: “Do not that to an- 
other, which thou wouldst not have done to thyself.” These 
Jaws are immutable and eternal, according to Hobbes, 
“and the science of them is the true and only moral 
philosophy.” 

Often classified as an ethical naturalist, Hobbes would 
admit that there is a sense in which this is correct: at the 
lowest level he reduces the ground of ethical judgment to 
individual approval or disapproval. Yet Hobbes’s ethics is 
also a crude version of the theological approbative theory: 
God’s will or power (they are identical) is the source of 
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the right of nature (jus naturac), This does not mean that 
God has created men in a universe whose ontological struc- 
ture requires certain types of human behavior (this would 
be the natural law theory of the thirteenth century); 
rather, Hobbes explains, these laws stem from His “irre- 
sistible power.”28 Or, as he puts it in the Philosophical 
Rudiments: 


The same law which is natural and moral, is also 
wont to be called divine, not undeservedly, as well 
because reason, which is the law of nature, is given by 
God to every man for the rule of his actions; as be- 
cause the precepts of living which are thence derived, 
are the same with those which have been delivered 
from the divine Majesty for the laws of his heavenly 
kingdom, by our Lord Jesus Christ, and his holy 
ptophets and apostles. 


Very few writers in his century were able to accept this 
pious declaration as genuine. Many wrote in rebuttal, 

One of the first of these critics was John Bramhall, 
Anglican Archbishop of Armagh (ca. 4 394-1663). He 
called the Leviathan a “horrendous monster.” Brambhall’s 
original objections to Hobbes had to do with the denial 
of free will in Hobbesian psychology.t® In later essays 
Bramhall accused Hobbes of overturning all law with his 
teaching on the “irresistible power” of God.1® 

There are exceptions, of course, to the contemporary 
resentment of Hobbesian egoism. Sir Thomas Browne 
(1605-1682), the author of Religio Medict and Christian 
Morals, was quite undisturbed by Hobbes. Browne granted 
a certain autonomy to moral philosophy but felt that re- 
ligion was a higher and surer guide. His advice was to 
“look beyond Antoninus, and terminate not thy morals in 
Seneca or Epictetus. . . . Be a moralist of the Mount, an 
Epictetus in the faith, and Christianize thy notions.”27 

One of the first extended criticisms of Hobbes was the 
treatise Leviathan Drawn Out with a Hook (1653) by 
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Alexander Ross, which objected especially to the religious 
aspects of Hobbes’s teaching. Sir James Tyrrell’s A Brief 
Disquisition of the Law of Nature (1692) was another 
typical attack on the moral philosophy of Hobbes. In the 
second half of the seventeenth century, more than fifty 
such works appeared in opposition to the religious, politi- 
cal, and ethical views of Thomas Hobbes.18 


Ethies in Cambridge Platonism 


Among the reactions to Hobbes’s moral philosophy some 
of the more important positive developments are found in 
the writers called the Cambridge Platonists. They were 
mostly scholars from Emmanuel College, Cambridge (a 
Puritan center), but their interest lay in the practical ap- 
plications of Christianity to life. They were not “Platon- 
ists” in the sense of devotees of Plato’s Dialogues but in 
the broader sense of being epistemological realists, of 
stressing the universality, immutability, and reality of the 
objects of human reason. Both natural and supematural 
knowledges were understood by these men as manifesta- 
tions of divine Reason. As Nathanael Culverwel (ca. 1615— 
1651) wrote: “God is the Spring and Head of reason,”19 
The Cambridge Platonists were rationalists, not in the 
continental sense of logical system-builders but in the clas- 
sic Greek sense of cultivators of the logos in all reality. 
We shall concentrate on the two men in this school who 
made significant contributions to ethics: Ralph Cudworth 
and Henry More. 

It is not easy to decide where Ralph Cudworth (1617- 
1688) learned his philosophy: the tradition of Emmanuel 
College would hardly explain his grasp of the ethics of 
“right reason,” which we examined in Chapter VI. The 
influence of Hooker is evident but hardly sufficient to ex- 
plain the metaphysical and ethical philosophy of Cud- 
worth. His The True Intellectual System of the Universe 
first appeared in 1678 and his Treatise concerning Eternal 
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and Immutable Morality was finished within the next ten 
years but not published until fifty years later (London, 
1731). 

The chief object of Cudworth’s contempt is the theory 
that “arbitrary will’ is the source of all distinction be- 
tween good and evil. Plato, Aristotle, Protagoras, Polus, 
and Callicles are accused of this sort of voluntarism; so are 
Ockham, Pierre d’Ailly (1350-1420), and Andreas. de 
Novo Castro. But his greatest scorn is reserved for the 
modern supporters of this view, Gassendi and Hobbes. 
Cudworth quotes from the Leviathan and points out that 
Hobbes makes “the Arbitrary Will and Pleasure of God” 
the first rule and measure of good and evil.2° In his sec- 
ond chapter, Cudworth states his own understanding o 
the basis of ethical judgment: ae 


For though the will and power of God have an ab- 
solute, infinite, and unlimited command upon the 
existences of all created things to make them to be, or 
not to be at pleasure; yet when things exist, they are 
what they are, this or that, absolutely or relatively, 
not by will or arbitrary command, but by the neces- 
sity of their own nature. There is no such thing as an 
arbitrarious essence . . . the natures of justice and in- 
justice cannot be arbitrarious things, that may be ap- 
plicable by will indifferently to any actions or dispo- 
sitions whatsoever... . We must needs say that 
nothing is morally good or evil, just or unjust by mere 
will without nature, because every thing is what it is 
by nature, and not by will.?? 


Later in the Treatise? Cudworth suggests that man has 
two kinds of knowledge, that which originates in sense pet- 
ceptions and that which the activity of the mind produces 


. within itself. From this second source come innate ideas 


of wisdom, prudence, vice, honesty, justice, injustice, plus 
notions of many relations (cause and effect, means and 
end, etc.). This is the origin of man’s knowledge of the 
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immutable principles of morality. These noefa are the 
proper objects of all sciences, the intelligible essences of 
things, and as necessary verities they “exist no where but 
in the Mind it self.” Whether this is an anticipation of 
the a priori of Kant®* is not clear; historically it is evident 
that Cudworth’s view was never popular in British phi- 
losophy. 

If he failed to conyince Englishmen that morality and 
law do not depend on the will of the legislator, Cudworth 
did exert a strong influence with his qualified explanation 
of free will.24 Cudworth’s huge essay on this subject, A 
Discourse of Liberty and Necessity, is now partly edited 
and partly lost. In it Cudworth disagreed with both 
Hobbes and Bramhall concerning free will. It is obvious 
that he would object to Hobbes’s physical determinism 
but he is just*as’much opposed to Bramhall’s “Scholastic” 
notion that will is a separate faculty. Cudworth takes will 
as the “whole soul redoubled upon itself,”25 in much the 
same way that St. Augustine had understood voluntas. As 
will, the soul of man is not indifferent to good and evil; 
it is naturally inclined toward the good. Freedom of choice 
remains in those cases where the distinction of good from 
evil in action is not clearly evident. Free action is not 
yare. We know that we have free will because we expe- 
rience it within us, we praise and blame free activity in 
other persons, we need freedom as the basis for moral life. 

Cudworth rarely attempted to develop specific rules of 
ethical behavior, preferring to treat the theoretical ground 
of such judgments. His follower, Henry More (1614- 
1687), showed no such hesitation. More’s Enchiridion 
Ethicum (1667) is an almost geometric exposition of the 
intellectual principles (noemata) that constitute “right 
reason,” Speaking of the intellectual part of the soul, More 
says: 


I will take from this storehouse, therefore, certain 
principles which are immediately true and needing no 
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proof, but into which almost all moral doctrine is 
plainly and easily resolved, even as mathematical 
demonstrations are resolved into their common axi- 
oms. Since these are the fruit of that faculty which is 
properly called Nous, I thought it not inappropriate 
to call them Noemata.?® 


Astonishingly, More’s first Noema states that a good is 
that which is pleasant, agreeable, and suited to the preser- 
vation of the recipient, This, of course, is Hobbes’s defini- 
tion of good! However, More proceeds to argue that one 
good may be superior to another in nature, duration, or 
both (Noema IV), that the superior good should be 
sought (Noema V), and that the cardinal virtues may be 
acquited by following these and similar noemata. Right 
reason, then, “is that which by certain and necessary con- 
sequences may be ultimately resolved into some Intellec- 
tual Principle that is immediately true” (Noema XXIII). 
This listing of many principles of moral reasoning by More 
anticipates the procedure of several later theorists: of the 
Deists and moral-sense ethicians, and of the Scotch 
common-sense thinkers. Richard Cumberland (1631~ 
1718), for instance, represents a transitional stage be- 
tween Platonist ethics and utilitarianism. His Latin trea- 
tise on the Laws of Nature (1672) insisted that “the 
nature of things in the universe ought first to be con- 
sidered” before reasoning to an explanation of human fac- 
ulties and human happiness.27 This is combined with the 
further claim that “the common good of all is the supreme 
law.” This leads into a utilitarian ethic, and we shall re- 
turn to Cumberland in Chapter X, where British utility 
theories will be treated together. 

Although he has a distinctive ethical position, John 
Locke (1632-1704) is not the great figure in the history of 
ethics that he is in epistemology. His thought has some 
relation to the kind of ethics that is found in Cambridge 
Platonism. Locke’s early Essays on the Law of Nature 
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(1660-1664) have only recently been published (1954). 
Presenting a theory of moral law, known naturally, these 
Essays are obviously much indebted to fourteenth-century 
Scholasticism. Here we find a completely yoluntaristic ex- 
planation of moral law. The definition of natural law is: 
“an ordinance of the divine will knowable by the light of 
nature, showing what is in agreement or disagreement with 
rational nature and in that same act commanding or pro- 
hibiting it.”88 Like the Cambridge Platonists, Locke in- 
dicates that there are but three ways in which natural law 
could be known by man: by innate inscription, by hearsay, 
or by reasoning from sense perception. However, he is al- 
ready much opposed to any suggestion of innate ideas and 
he criticizes this theory throughout one whole Essay.29 In 
regard to the second manner of learning about the prin- 
ciples of n¥erality, Locke admits that we acquire a good 
deal from our parents and other such sources but this 
mode of knowing is from the dictates of men and not the 
dictatum rationis. It is by the third method, then, that we 
obtain our basic knowledge of natural law, that is, by rea- 
soning from the data of sense experience.3¢ 

Longer and better-known than these recently discovered 
Essays on the Law of Nature are the sections of the famous 
Essay concerning Understanding (1690), which constitute 
Locke’s most extended treatment of moral philosophy. 
Although his Two Treatises of Civil Government (1690) 
throw some light on his concept of the state of nature (in 
which men are less belligerent than in Hobbes’s account), 
they have little to say about ethics, Locke has left other 
essays and fragmentary writings that deal with ethics; for 
instance, there are short essays entitled “Of Ethics in 
General” and “Thus I Think.” 

Another distinctive feature of the ethical position of 
John Locke stems from his epistemology. This is Locke’s 
empiricism. The main message of the Essay concerning 
Human Understanding is the contention that all knowk 
edge arises from experience, either sensation or reflection. 
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Book I of the Essay is a thoroughly developed refutation 
of innatism. Whether it be the theory of Herbert of Cher 
bury, René Descartes, or the Cambridge Platonists, Locke 
cannot accept any suggestion that man is endowed with 
inborn notions. Neither speculative nor moral principles 
can be explained in this way. Reflection on the relations 
that we find among our acquired ideas (all objects of un- 
derstanding are called “ideas”) is our only way to reach 
primary rules of ethical judgment. Ethically, Locke is an 
empiricist, 

The second point in the general philosophy of Locke 
that influences his ethics is his depreciation of the problem 
of free will. This is a pseudo-problem, Locke thinks, be- 
cause “will” means a power to prefer or choose, whereas 
“liberty” is a different power, “to begin or forbear, con- 
tinue or end several actions of our minds, and motions of 
our bodies.”8? It is the mind that exerts both these powers 
but they should not be confused by asking whether there 
is liberty of will: “Voluntary, then, is not opposed to nec- 
essary, but to involuntary.” Desire is explained by Locke 
as a certain “uneasiness” at the absence of anything. 

Good and evil are equated, then, with that which is apt 
to cause pleasure or pain;.and happiness is desired by all 
men, for it is “the utmost pleasure we are capable of,32 
Not all pleasures necessarily move man’s desire, only 
those which seem to be requized for happiness. This is a 
remnant of classical endaimonism but it is also not far 
removed, in its expression, from Hobbes’s egoism. 

Among the relations of ideas that become evident 
through inner reflection are those of moral relations: cases 
of “conformity or disagreement men’s voluntary actions 
have to a rule. . . .”83 There are three sorts of these 
moral rules or Jaws: divine, civil, and philosophical. 
God promulgates His laws “by the light of nature, or the 
voice of revelation.” This is the only true touchstone of 
moral rectitude; so, Locke is fundamentally a theological 
approbative ethician. In the second place, there is civil 
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law. It is enacted “by the commonwealth” to distinguish 
criminal from innocent actions. Thirdly, there is philo- 
sophical law, which distinguishes virtue from vice. It is 
also called the law of “opinion or reputation.” Concerning 
this law, Locke adds: 


Thus the measure of what is every where called 
and esteemed “virtue” and “vice,” is this approbation 
or dislike, praise or blame, which by a secret and tacit 
consent establishes itself in the several societies, 
tribes, and clubs of men in the world, whereby several 
actions come to find credit or disgrace amongst them, 
according to the judgment, maxims, or fashions of that 
place. . . . By this approbation and dislike, they es- 
tablish amongst themselves what they will call “vir- 
tue” and, “vice.”84 


This form of the social approbative approach to ethics is 
Locke’s most notable contribution to the subject. 

In Book IV of the Essay, Locke returns to the descrip- 
tion of the science of ethics, relating it to divinity in the 
following lines: 


The idea of a Supreme Being, infinite in power, 
goodness, and wisdom, whose workmanship we are, 
and on whom we depend; and the idea of ourselves, 
as understanding rational beings, being such as are 
clear in us, would, I suppose, if duly considered and 
pursued, afford such foundations of our duty and 
tules of action, as might place morality among the 
sciences capable of demonstration: wherein I doubt 
not but from self-evident propositions, by necessary 
consequences, as incontestable as those in mathe- 
matics, the measures of right and wrong might be 
made out to any one, as he does to the other of these 
sciences, 35 


Later Locke repeats that “moral knowledge is as capable 
of real certainty as mathematics,” There is a certain quality 
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of idealistic intuitionism involved in this claim. Our moral 
jdeas are “archetypes” like our mathematical ones; and our 
scientific certainty m ethics or mathematics is but “the 
perception of the agreement or disagreement of our ideas.” 
So, in the end, Locke’s empirical ethics is transmuted into 
an ethical intuitionism. 

The influence of Locke is most obvious on Lord Shaftes- 
bury (Anthony Ashley Cooper, 1671-1713). Most impor- 
tant are his Inquiry concerning Virtue (1699) and The 
Mordlists, A Rhapsody (1709); both are reprinted with 
other pieces in the Characteristics (1711). The contem- 
porary popularity of this three-volume work is amazing: 
it went through eleven editions in England before 1790; 
Diderot adapted it to French under the title Essai sur Ie 
Mérite et la Vertu (1745); and a complete German vyer- 
sion was published at Leipzig in 1776-1779. 

Shaftesbury was one of the first British thinkers to treat 
ethics independently of religion. In this he anticipated one 
of the features of Deism; indeed, he has been called the 
most important and plausible member of that amorphous 
school. At the beginning of the Inquiry he made it clear 
that Cudworth’s ethics seemed to Shaftesbury to confuse 
theology with ethics. It was not that Shaftesbury denied 
the existence of a divine law which applies to human ac- 
tions; tather, he insisted that men must first understand 
goodness, obligation, and virtue in a natural way before 
they can recognize and interpret the supreme require- 
ments of God’s law. 

As the first prominent writer to speak of a moral sense, 
Lord Shaftesbury claimed that just as men have an aes- 
thetic sense of the beautiful and the ugly, so do they have 
a moral sense of right and wrong.86 Two things should be 
noted in his account of this moral sense. First, it is a 
function of man’s understanding or reason; and second, 
it involves a feeling for what is decent and virtuous. 
Shaftesbury made a rather lengthy survey of the “affec- 
tions” of man and came up with three conclusions about 
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them. First, natural and kindly affections directed toward 
the public good are the source of our greatest personal 
joy. Second, too strong personal affections are the source 
of personal misery. Third, unnatural affections are neither 
in the public nor the private interest and they lead to 
misery in the highest degree.37 In his discussion of the 
public good or interest, Shaftesbury several times uses the 
notion of the good of the species and speaks of the “com- 
mon nature” of man. This is a Scotistic term, a way of 
looking at human nature as neutral in regard to both 
individuality and universality. It is impossible to establish 
the precise significance of Shaftesbury’s usage of the term. 
He appears to have a somewhat more realistic notion of 
what constitutes the human species than either Habbes 
or Locke. We shall see how his optimistic confidence in 
man’s abilit}<to reach a natural basis for moral judgment 
influences people like Bolingbroke and Alexander Pope in 
the Deist movement. 

Shaftesbury’s theory of the natural affections is an ob- 
vious xeaction to Hobbes’s view of man as naturally selfish. 
There were many more anti-Hobbes treatises at this time. 
Archbishop William King of Dublin (Established Church 
of Ireland, 1650-1729) published in 1702-1704 a Latin 
treatise On the Origin of Evil; it was put into English by 
Edmund Law and published in 1731, with dissertations 
by John Gay (1699-1745) Concerning the Fundamen- 
tal Principle of Virtue or Morality. Gay surveyed the 
various attempts that have been made to find a criterion of 
virtue: “Some have placed it in acting agreeably to nature, 
or reason; others in the fitness of things; others in a con- 
formity with truth; others in promoting the common good; 
others in the will of God, &c.” He eventually argued that 
the will of God is the sole standard of virtue.38 

A more fundamental attack on Hobbes is found in the 
work of Samuel Clarke (1675-1729), an Anglican clergy- 
man, His Discourse on Natural Religion is actually a series 
of eight sermons or lectures, delivered in 1705 and 
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printed in 1706. In rather forceful language, Clarke sug- 
gested that Hobbes had no basis for denying that the dif- 
ference between good and evil is rooted in “the Nature 
of Things.” He particularly objected to the idea “that all 
Obligation of Duty to God, arises merely from his abso- 
lute: irresistible [sic] Power, and all Duty towards Men, 
merely from positive Compact.”®® Clarke’s own position is 
that right reason discovers good and evil, and this is the 
law of nature.4° Acknowledging his debt to Plato, Cicero, 
and especially to Cumberland, Clarke mentioned the 
Deists as “ranting” opponents of his theory, Oddly, a reply 
to the Discourse on Natural Religion was published in 
1730 by a schoolmaster of Hull named John Clarke (not 
related, John lived from 1687 to 1734), under the title, 
The Foundation of Morality in Theory and Practice. This 
work claims that Dr. Samuel Clarke relies on the principle 
of benevolence and a universal moral sense to ground his 
ethics. John objected that even benevolence is reducible 
to private pleasure: “The main Use of the Moral Sense, 
and the Principal Intention of Nature therein, seems to be 
to put the Mind of Man upon the Hunt, to see if such 
actions as appear at first sight Beautiful, may not be at- 
tended with greater Pleasures. . . -”41 It is evident that 
Jobn Clarke came under the influence of Hobbes and that 
he thought that the impetus for moral sensism (“a very 
pretty ingenious Speculation”) came from the teaching 
that all human actions spring from self-love. 

Somewhat similar to the view of John Clarke is that of 
Bernard Mandeville (1670-1733), a Dutch physician who 
made his home in England. He first wrote The Grum- 
bling Hive: or, Knaves turned Honest (1705); this was 
later revised into The Fable of the Bees: or, Private Vices, 
Public Benefits (1714). In the second edition of the Fable 


' (1723) there appeared his Enquiry into the Origin of 


Moral Virtue. Mandeville directed his argument against 
Shaftesbury’s notion that morally good actions are those 
directed to the public good. Instead, said Mandeville, it 
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is obvious that “private vices” contribute most to the 
public welfare. By “vices” in the Fable of the Bees he 
means selfish tendencies; so, his point is that people who 
seek their own personal pleasures do more to advance the 
good of society than do the superficial altruists. A society 
of moral rigorists would be static in all ways, whereas a 
group of ragged individualists in search of material satis- 
factions would be a dynamic union. The public tolera- 
tion of organized prostitution in Amsterdam was given as 
an example of vice contributing to the general good of a 
city. In his Enquiry Mandeville showed that he was more 
than a literary cynic. At one point he remarked: “It is 
impossible to judge of a man’s performance, unless we 
are thoroughly acquainted with the principle and motive 
from which he acts.’#? He proceeded to discuss pity as a 
motivating p&ssion and to argue that this altruistic feeling 
is the source of much immorality. In one sentence he 
anticipated much of Nietzsche. A few lines later, Man- 
deville mentioned the “love of goodness” as a motive and 
admitted that people so moved “have acquired more re- 
fined notions of virtue than those I have hitherto spoke 
of.” This could have been said by Kant. In point of fact, 
much of Berkeley’s Alciphron is a xefutation of Mande- 
ville. Since the Fable maintains that “vicious” people ate 
big spenders, it is even possible that laissez-faire eco- 
nomics owes something to Mandeville. 


Deistic Ethics 


Our survey of this period in English thought requires a 
brief notice of the ethical views of those writers who have 
become known as Deists, Deism has been given a variety 
of meanings but we will use it here to name a point of 
view that developed in the seventeenth and early eight- 
eenth centuries in England and France and that main- 
tained that man can reason from his natural experience 
to the existence and some of the attributes of God, that 
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revelation and the mysteries of faith may be unnecessary, 
and that the good life for man finds adequate guidance in 
philosophical ethics. It is the last feature that justifies 
mention of the movement in this history. Virtually all of 
the leading philosophers in these centuries (Hobbes, 
Locke, Descartes, Leibniz, Spinoza) have been called 
Deists. We shall briefly examine a group of less noted 
men who are nearer to the core of the movement. 

We have noted at the end of Chapter VII how Herbert 
of Cherbury proposed a modified Stoic ethics that sug- 
gested to English readers that revealed religion might not 
be the sole source of moral guidance. Herbert was prob- 
ably the founder of Deism in England. A hundred years 
later, William Wollaston (1659-1724) wrote the treatise 
which is, however, the best exposition of Deistic ethics: 
The Religion of Nature Delineated (1722). Its first sec- 
tion deals with religion. Truth is defined as “the conform- 
ity of those words or signs, by which are exprest, to the 
things themselves.”48 Wollaston never tires of saying that 
“every thing is what it is.” Moreover, “if there is a supreme 
being,” then this Deity is the author of nature, is truth 
itself, and his will is “revealed in the books of nature.” 
Truth distinguishes right from wrong, and “moral good 
and evil are coincident with right and wrong.’*4 The fol- 
lowing passage shows that we have here a right reason 
theory: 


They who make right reason to be the law, by 
which our acts are to be judged, and according to 
their conformity to this or deflexion from it call them 
lawful or unlawful, good or bad, say something more 
particular and precise. And indeed it is true, that 
whatever will bear to be tried by right reason, is right; 
and that which is condemned by it, wrong. And more- 
over, if by right reason is meant that which is found 
by the right use of our rational faculties, this is the 
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same with truth: and what is said by them, will be 
comprehended in what I have said.*® 


Wollaston’s use of the hypothetical form in speaking of 
God does not mean that he doubted the divine existence: 
he thought that reason established the fact that God 
exists. It should be remembered that the first centuries 
of reformed Christianity generally distrusted philoso- 
phy and exalted personal belief, so Wollaston (whose 
views are not far removed from thirteenth-century Scho- 
lasticism) was given the reputation of an atheist, rational- 
ist, and opponent of institutional religion. Actually, he 
insisted that the obvious distinction between moral good 
and evil necessarily implies the truth of religion, and that 
every intelligent being should act in accord with truth.*6 
The second $éction of Wollaston’s Religion of Nature 
treats of happiness. Like Hobbes, he starts with the claim 
that pain is a real evil and pleasure a real good. From this 
he proceeds to a detailed examination of pains and pleas- 
ures in the light of “truth.” This is a sort of moral arith- 
metic that anticipates Bentham’s moral calculus. 

A similar argument that natural ethics justifies Chris- 
tianity is found in the writings of a medical doctor, 
Thomas Morgan (1680-1743). His Physico-Theology was 
published in 1741, and his treatise The Moral Philosopher 
in 1738. We are now getting into an era in which this 
view of religion is more popular, at least among literary 
figures. It is well known that the Essay on Man (1734) 
by Alexander Pope (1688-1744) is a poetic summary of 
Deist psychology and ethics. Its famous last line (“One 
truth is clear, Whatever is, is right”) is but an echo of 
Wollaston. Most of the poem repeats Shaftesbury almost 
verbatim. Pope was a friend of Henry St. John Bolingbroke 
(1678-1751), who is said to have supplied the philosophi- 
cal base for Pope’s Essay. A notorious rake, Bolingbroke 
did the cause of Deism no good in his personal mode of 
life. However, his writings (Letters on the Study of His- 
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tory and On Authority in Matters of Religion, both pub- 
lished shortly after Bolingbroke’s death) had wide literary 
appeal for his contemporaries and influenced many serious 
writers. He was critical of organized Christianity and 
argued that moral obligations cannot be deduced from the 
revealed attributes of God. 

Although this is a chapter on ethics in the British Isles, 
it should be noted that Deistic ethics extended to other 
countries. Shaftesbury is considered by some historians as 
instrumental in this transmission: we have seen how his 
writings were quickly translated into French and German. 
Voltaire (Francois Marie Arouet, 1694-1778) included 
entries on Deism in his Philosophical Dictionary (1765). 
Denis Diderot (1713-1784) moved from an early ad- 
herence to Deism to a later naturalistic pantheism. His 
Philosophical Thoughts on the Sciences (1746) presented 
a moral view partly inspired by Deism. The Abbé Etienne 
Bonnot de Condillac (1715-1780) pushed Locke’s theory 
of knowledge to its extremity; in the Traité des sensations 
(1754) all knowing is reduced to the working of the sense 
of smell. Good means “whatever pleases our smell or our 
taste.”47 What there is of ethics in these French thinkers 
is closely associated with Deism.*® 

It is a commonplace to say that many of the founders 
of the United States of America were Deists. Of course 
they did not write treatises on ethics. However, the Auto- 
biography of Benjamin Franklin shows his general ac- 
quaintance with Deistic ethics. He tells of compiling a 
little treatise on the virtues, for his own edification, and 
then he comments on it as follows: “Though my scheme 
was not wholly without religion, there was in it no mark 
of any of the distinguishing tenets of any particular 
sect.”49 It is probable that Franklin’s Deism was closer to 
the French than the British variety.5° 

America also played a role in the career of another Brit- 
ish thinker, Bishop George Berkeley (1685-1753) of 
Cloyne, Ireland. In 1729 he traveled to America in the 
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interest of establishing an Anglican college in Bermuda 
but spent three years in residence at Newport, Rhode Is- 
land, and there wrote his Alciphron, or the Minute Philos- 
opher (1732) in which he criticized freethinkers such as 
Shaftesbury and Bernard Mandeville. As a young man 
(before 1720) Berkeley had started to write a treatise on 
psychology and ethics but it was lost in an accident; he 
never took the trouble to rewrite it. The critique of 
Shaftesbury’s moral sensism in the third dialogue of 
Alciphron is based on Berkeley’s conviction that ethics 
requires Christian theology to ground it. There is a passage 
in his Principles of Human Knowledge (1710) where he 
says that there is little advantage in making abstract con- 
siderations of happiness or goodness and that such ab- 
stractions renger..morality difficult.54 In the original edi- 
tion of 1710 he had added this: 


One may make a great progress in school ethics, 
without ever being the wiser or better man for it, or 
knowing how to behave himself, in the affairs of life, 
more to the advantage of himself, or his neighbours, 
than he did before. This hint may suffice to let any 
one see that.52 


This would suggest that Berkeley was a skeptic as far as 
the value of academic ethics is concerned. His own posi- 
tion in the early notes that constitute his Philosophical 
Commentaries (1707-1708) is surprisingly eclectic. At 
one point he says that sensual pleasure is the summum 
bonum.®§ But on the same page he argues that such pleas- 
ure is good only when desired by a wise man, and he im- 
plies that those who are not motivated by a desire of 
heaven cannot perform good actions. 

An essay by Berkeley on Passive Obedience (1712) 
has some sections (4-15, 28-34, 41, 42, 53) that outline 
a type of theological utilitarian ethics. As some people 
grow more mature, Berkeley tells us, they learn to look to 
the remote consequences of their actions, to see “what 
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good may be hoped, or what evil feared . . . according 
to the wonted course of things.”54 At this same place he 
makes it plain that the real measure of good and bad ac- 
tions is the will of God. To the extent that he has an 
ethics, Berkeley always thinks in terms of such a theory 
as a derivative from divine law. 

Much more important in the history of ethics was the 
teaching of another bishop in the Anglican Church, Joseph 
Butler (1692-1752). He presented his ethics in fifteen 
Sermons (1726) and in A Dissertation upon the Nature 
of Virtue, printed as an appendix to his Analogy of Reli- 
gion (1736). Sermon I shows that Butler is concerned 
about the possible effects of Hobbes’s egoism but that he 
is not convinced that men like Shaftesbury and Wollaston 
have all the truth on their side. There are three motivating 
principles in man’s moral life, Butler suggests: a principle 
of benevolence, which inclines him to act for the good of 
other persons; a principle of self-love, which makes him 
tend toward his private good; and a principle of reflection 
(conscience), which enables man coolly to approve or dis- 
approve of the motivations of the first two.55 

The second and third sermons expand the meaning of 
conscience and relate it to human nature. It is a mistake 
to think that Butler takes human nature as something 
universal and common to all men. Like nearly all philoso- 
phers of this period, Butler is a nominalist. The nature of 
man is merely a set of tendencies that each man may 
discover within himself: thus self-love is natural, in the 
sense that I find myself instinctively disposed toward it. 
The compulsion of “duty” is similarly natural. Conscience 
is a sort of cool, disinterested, passionless viewing of the 
claims of these natural inclinations. As Butler explains: 


The whole argument . . . may thus be summed up. 
. .. The nature of man is adapted to some course of 
action or other. Upon comparing some actions with 
this nature, they appear suitable and correspondent to 
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it: from comparison of other actions with the same 
nature, there arises to our view some unsuitableness or 
disproportion, The correspondence of actions of the 
nature of the agent renders them natural: their dis- 
proportion to it, unnatural. . . . Reasonable self-love 
and conscience are the chief or superior principles in 
the nature of man: because an action may be suitable 
to this nature, though all other principles be violated; 
but becomes unsuitable, if either of those are.5* 


In the Dissertation conscience is described as the 
“approving and disapproving faculty” that each person ex- 
periences within himself. It reflects upon actions; it dis- 
cerns that some require reward and others punishment; 
it “compares” these actions with the capacities of the 
agent; it invdlves a calm appraisal of one’s own interest; 
and it recognizes the appeal of benevolence but does not 
regard it as the only mark of virtue.57 

We must be cautious in classifying the ethical theory 
of Butler. It is an ethical intuitionism; one historian calls 
it “autonomic intuitionism.”®8 Of course it is a deonto- 
logical theory, for the awareness of duty is central to 
Butler’s thought. It has been called a “sophisticated 
formalist theory” but it is not close to the sort of formal- 
ism that attempts to establish general rules of moral 
obligation. Rather, Butler’s view resembled “act-utilitari- 
anism” without the utilitarianism! That is to say, his 
conscience “compares” each proposed action or tendency 
to act, within the individual person, and comes up with a 
verdict of natural and suitable, or the opposite. This is 
the way that moral good and evil are distinguished in the 
concrete, by a personal intuition of certain inclinations 
within the agent. 

Contemporary with Butler are two men with similar but 
less well-developed theories of ethics, Archibald Campbell 
(1691-1756) was a Scottish professor of church history at 
St. Andrews University who wrote An Enquiry into the 
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Original of Moral Virtue (1728). Lord Kames (Henry 
Home, 1696-1782) published his Essays on the Principles 
of Morality and Natural Religion in 1751. The latter 
stresses the requirement that good action must conform 
to “the common nature of the species” and the power to 
perceive this suitability is moral sense.5° Eventually, 
Kames identifies moral sense with “the voice of God 
within us.” 

The fullest treatment of the theory of moral sensism is 
given in the ten works produced by Francis Hutcheson 
(1694-1746). We shall examine but three of them: the 
Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and 
Virtue (1725), the Essay on the Nature and Conduct of 
the Passions (1728), and A System of Moral Philosophy 
(1755). The first sentence of the Inquiry states: “The 
Word Moral Goodness . .. denotes our Idea of some 
Quality apprehended in Actions, which procures Approba- 
tion, and Love toward the Actor, from those who receive 
no advantage by the Action.” Notice the use of “Qual- 
ity” and also an intimation of the disinterested or imper- 
sonal spectator theory. Objects that excite personal or 
selfish pleasure seem to Hutcheson naturally good but 
those that are advantageous to other persons are morally 
good, The principle of benevolence is already foremost. 
God has given us an internal sense of the beautiful and 
harmonious; similarly “he has given us a MORAL SENSE, to 
direct our Actions, and to give us still nobler Pleasures; so 
that while we are only intending the Good of others, we 
‘undesignedly promote our own greatest private Good.’ 61 
In the next section, Hutcheson dwells on this contention 
that moral good must be directed to the good of others 
(God or fellow men) by a love of benevolence. 

Explaining the working of the moral sense, Hutcheson 


‘introduces into British ethical writing the notion of the 


good of the greatest number. He suggests: 
In comparing the moral Qualitys of Actions, in 
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order to regulate our Election among various Actions 
propos’d, or to find out which of them has the great- 
est moral Excellency, we are led by our moral Sense 
of Virtue to judge thus; that in equal Degrees of 
Happiness, expected to proceed from the Action, the 
Virtue is in proportion to the Number of Persons 
to whom the Happiness shall extend; . .. so that, 
that Action is best, which procures the greatest Hap- 
piness for the greatest Numbers; and that, worst, 
which, in like manner, occasions Misery.®? 


This anticipation of utilitarianism is modified, in this same 
passage, by the suggestion that happiness or pleasure varies 
in quality as well as in quantity.68 Possibly under the 
influence of Wollaston, Hutcheson proceeds to a sort of 
moral arithmetie:.to be used by the moral sense on “com- 
puting” the morality of actions, Six axioms are proposed 
as guides in this computation: (1) “The moral Importance 
of any Agent, or the Quantity of publick Good produc’d 
by him, is in a compound Ratio of his Benevolence and 
Ability’; (2) “the Moment of private Good, or Interest 
produc’d by any Person to himself, is in a compound 
Ratio of his Self-Love, and Abilitys”; (3) “when in com- 
paring the Virtue of two Actions, the Abilitys of the 
Agents are equal; the moment of publick Good produc’d 
by them in like Circumstances, is as the Benevolence’; 
(4) “when Benevolence in two Agents is equal, and the 
other Circumstances alike; the Moment of publick Good 
is as the Abilitys”; (5) “the Virtue then of Agents, or their 
Benevolence, is always directly as the Moment of Good 
produc’d in like Circumstances, and inversely as their 
Abilitys”; and (6) “the entire Motive to good Actions is 
not always Benevolence alone; . . . we must look upon 
Self-Love as another Force, sometimes conspiring with 
Benevolence, .. . sometimes opposing Benevolence.”*4 
Hutcheson later suggests that the ideas of obligation and 


216 


BRITISH EGOISM AND ITS REACTIONS 


moral right may be “deduced” from the deliverances of 
moral sense,®% 

The Essay on the Passions appeared just before Hutche- 
son was appointed to the chair of moral philosophy at 
Glasgow, thus beginning a long line of distinguished 
ethicians in Scotland. (Hutcheson, himself, was born in 
Ireland.) This work, of course, develops a psychology of 
human feeling, but its contribution of an analysis of in- 
ternal sensation is more important to ethical theory. He 
now has four internal senses: the aesthetic, public (“to 
be pleased with the Happiness of others, and to be uneasy 
at their Misery’), moral (to “perceive Virtue or Vice, in 
themselves, or others, as an Object”), and the sense of 
honor and shame.** The other noteworthy feature of this 
shorter work on the passions is a general tendency to 
criticize any use of final causality, such as Aristotle’s no- 
tion that moral good depends on the directing of an action 
to an ultimate end. Hutcheson will have none of this; each 
affection is its own complete motive. 

Hutcheson’s System of Moral Philosophy is a very large 
work (two volumes) edited from his lectures at Glasgow 
and posthumously published.6? The basic components of 
his teaching remain the same. In later life, Hutcheson read 
more of the classic Greek and Latin moralists and this 
interest shows in the System. The moral sense becomes 
something like the hégemonikon of Hellenistic ethics: 
“This moral sense from its very nature appears to be de- 
signed for regulating and controlling all our powers.”68 
The principle of benevolence is still dominant in the 
operation of the moral sense, “it makes the generous de- 
termination to public happiness the supreme one in the 
soul, with that commanding power which it is naturally 
destined to exercise.” In the second book of the System, 
an effort is made to “deduce” various key concepts of 
morality (righteousness, obligation, moral right) from the 
moral sense, The theory is also extended into the discus- 
sion of special problems of morality and economics, 
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Hutcheson’s writings in ethics influenced the whole 
later course of British moral philosophy. From this point 
onward, any attempt to discuss moral good in terms of an 
abstract relation, an ideal of goodness, will be unpopular 
in England. “Good” now means a certain perceived quality 
in a personal action or attitude. As we shall see in Chap- 
ter X, Richard Price will eventually try to reinstate the 
theory of an ideal human nature, but without great 
success. 

In his Foundation of Moral Goodness (1728) John 
Balguy (1686-1748) claims that “Mr. Hutchinson” can 
demonstrate nothing about morality with his theory.® 
Balguy himself has a variant of the right reason teaching: 
“The Dictates and Directions of Right Reason are the very 
Rule which the Deity Himself inviolably observes, and 
which therefétemust needs affect all intelligent Crea- 
tures,”70 

Another type of criticism directed against the moral 
sense theory of Hutcheson derived from the associationist 
psychology in the writings of David Hartley (1705-1757). 
Under the influence of John Locke, Hartley’s Enquiry into 
the Origin of the Human Appetites and Affections (1747) 
suggested that all the “affections” of self-love, benevolence, 
and piety toward God originate in sense impressions. Cer- 
tain elementary feelings of pleasure and pain are asso- 
ciated with other ideas to form more complex emotions 
of the aesthetic, moral, and religious types. Of itself the 
human mind is a tabula rasa, without any predispositions 
toward the beautiful or the good. If true, this association- 
ist psychology kills the whole idea of a moval sense. How- 
ever, Hartley proceeded in his Observations on Man 
(1749) to refurbish the principle of benevolence by ex- 
plaining how psychological analysis explains the develop- 
ment of acquired dispositions to benevolence, piety, and 
moral sense.7 

Tt was Abraham Tucker (1705-1774) who (in The 
Light of Nature Pursued, 1768} pointed out that Locke 


218 


SSSR Siu oils 


BRITISH EGOISM AND ITS REACTIONS 


and Hartley had demolished innatism and that Hutche- 
son’s moral sense involved some claim to innate moral 
dispositions. ‘Tucker advocated a “translation” theory that 
relied on associationist psychology to explain how man’s 
initially selfish and low-grade feelings may be transmuted 
into altruistic, moral, and high-grade attitudes. Comfort- 
ingly, Tucker assures us that there is a sort of bank or 
storehouse of happiness which is ever increasing under 
divine guidance; in the end, God will see to it that every 
man gets an equal share of happiness!?* His ethics is 
utilitarian, of course. In our tenth chapter, we shall take 
up the growth of the ethics of utility, in eighteenth- 
century and nineteenth-century England. 
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Rationdlistic Ethics on the Continent 


European ethicians in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries made moral philosophy an important and dis- 
tinctive study. At this point ethics became a subject for 
university study but it was also cultivated by nonacademic 
writers in order to complete the practical dimensions of 
their philosophies, to provide a foundation for their 
theories of society and law, to explore the moral bearings 
of the new directions of religion. In general, these con- 
tinental writers on ethics, from Grotius to Kant, are some- 
what deductive in their approaches to the subject; they 
are inclined to fit ethics into the vaster framework of their 
entire philosophies. Moreover, these European ethicians 
are theists who retain a certain confidence in the ulti- 
mate character of the law of God, even as they investigate 
the principles of goodness and justice in the “light of 
natural reason.” In the case of those continental ethicians 
who are interested in jurisprudence (and many are), their 
way of proceeding is to start with some very general prin- 
ciples of law and right, then to move by reasoning to more 
specific rules, eventually to apply these broad regulations 
to individual cases, This contrasts with the tendency in 
British legal thinking to work from individual court cases, 
taken as precedents, toward a growing body of laws which 
accumulate as a living tradition. Continental thinking in 
moral philosophy is not usually inductive, during this 
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period of the Enlightenment, even though there is a gen- 
eral move toward empiricism in the field of the sciences. 

The Dutch Protestant jurisprudent Hugo Grotius 
(1583-1645) is a good example of an ethician exhibiting 
the foregoing characteristics. His treatise On the Rights of 
War and Peace (1625), written in Latin, continues much 
of the Scholastic tradition of right reason and natural law. 
It is still recognized as a classic contribution to the theory 
of international law. He wrote other things. The treatise 
De imperio Summarum Potestatum circa sacra (1661) has 
not been translated but it is his most philosophical treat- 
ment of natural law morality. Grotius’ Inleiding tot de 
Hollandsche Rechts-Geleerdheid (1631; Introduction to 
the Jurisprudence of Holland) is not only a source of 
legislation in the Netherlands; it is still used today in 
countries that have come under Dutch cultural influence, 
for instance, in the Union of South Africa.t 

Reference works often suggest that Grotius abandoned 
the Scholastic and Catholic approach to natural law and 
adopted the lawyer’s attitude that man’s “social nature” 
and not metaphysics or theology constitutes the ground for 
legal judgment2 Nothing could be farther from the 
truth. This. caricature of Grotius’ teaching was drawn by 
his follower, Samuel von Pufendorf, for reasons of his own. 
The fact of the matter is that Grotius was very close to 
the right reason type of moral philosophy that we found 
in Thomas Aquinas.* Grotius did write that there would 
be a valid natural law, “even if it were granted that God 
does not exist,” but this does not mean that he denied 
the ultimate foundation of natural law in the eternal law.4 
It was the recognized teaching of the Thomistic school 
of jurisprudence, particularly in Renaissance Spain, that 
once God had established certain laws for men and the 
universe He would not change them. Some eccentric 
Scholastics, such as Gregory of Valencia (1551-1603) and 
Rodrigo de Atriaga (whose Cursus philosophiae was pub- 
lished in. Antwerp in 1632), taught that the dictate of 
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right reason (dictamen recta rationis) would provide a 
basis for natural law, even if God did not exist.5 It is in 
the light of this background, with which Grotius was very 
familiar, that we should read the following explanation 
of natural law. 


Natural right (jus naturale) is the dictate of right 
reason, showing the moral turpitude or moral neces- 
sity of any act from its agreement or disagreement 
with a rational nature, and consequently that such 
an act is either forbidden or commanded by God, the 
author of nature. The actions, upon which such a 
dictate is given, are either binding or unlawful in 
themselves, and therefore necessarily understood to 
be commanded or forbidden by God. This mark dis- 
tinguishes natural right, not only for human law, but 
from the law, which God himself has been pleased to 
reveal, called by some the voluntary divine right.® 


Grotius is not a nominalist nor a voluntarist in his 
practical philosophy. The above quotation obviously con- 
tinues the realistic theory of a rational moral order, as it 
is described by the Spanish Thomist, Gabriel Vasquez (ca. 
1551-1604), in his Commentary on Thomas’ Summa 
Theologiae. Even Grotius’ emphasis on “socialitas” (the 
inclination of all men to combine in society) is not a break 
with the Scholastic teaching. All Scholastics had agreed 
with Aristotle that man is by natuye a social animal. 
Grotius simply continued this emphasis on the “common 
good,” or the welfare of the people (sdlus populi), in his 
De imperio (chap. 4, sect. 6) with his theory of right 
reason as the ground of ethical judgment. No less an 
authority than Leibniz says as much in one of his letters: 
“In my judgment, Grotius rightly combined the Scholastic 
teaching on eternal law with the principle of sociality.”7 

The ethical views of Samuel von Pufendorf (1632- 
1694) tell quite a different story. He is the second noted 
Protestant advocate of natural law ethics, on the Conti- 
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nent. Pufendorf is in the tradition of William of Ockham, 
however, holding that all moral distinctions are imposed 
directly by God’s will. Moral law is no longer “natural” in 
the sense of proclaiming what actions are suitable or un- 
suitable to the specific nature of a human being acting 
in the world of nature. For Pufendorf, an act is good be- 
cause God willed it to be so: there is nothing else to it. 
As manifested through supernatural revelation, God’s will 
is the divine law; as shown through the “light of natural 
reason,” the same prescription of divine will is the natural 
Jaw. In other words, we have here a theological approba- 
tive theory of natural law. 

Pufendorf served as professor of natural and moral 
philosophy at Heidelberg from 1660 to 1668 and later 
taught jurisprudence at Lund, Sweden. Hence, he was 
probably the first occupant of a university chair of ethics 
in Germany. His huge work on The Law of Nature and of 
Nations (1672) had a tremendous influence. It was 
translated from the original Latin into most of the Euro- 
pean vernaculars. He also wrote in Latin an Elements of 
Jurisprudence (1660), a study of the Duties of Man and 
of the Citizen (1673), aud a reply to critics of his treatise 
on The Law of Nature under the title Eris Scandica 
(1686). , 

The first thing to notice about Pufendorf as an ethician 
is his almost pathological prejudice against the Scholastics. 
In one of the treatises in the Eris Scandica® he names 
“Thomas, Papa Suaretz, Molina, Vasquetz, Valentia, the 
Conimbricenses and Sanchietz” and then intemperately 
castigates their teachings as nonsensical, empty, orna- 
mented with frivolous subtleties, and so on, He frequently 
asserts that Scholastic philosophy was nothing but bad 
Aristotelianism. In reviving the moral teaching of the 
Stoics, plus the true message of Christian Moral Theology 
(Theologia Moralis Christiana), Pufendorf’s professed 
aim was to exterminate the “jejune ethics of Aristotle from 
the Protestant schools.”? 
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From his teacher, Erhard Weigel, Pufendorf took the 
notion that ethics could be developed as a demonstrative 
science using the method of mathematics. He much re- 
sented Grotius’ admission that there cannot be as much 
accuracy and certitude in moral reasoning as there is in 
mathematics.1° Actually, Pufendorf’s main contribution to 
the development of such an ethics was to pick up the 
notion of “sociality” from Grotius and suggest that it is the 
basis of natural ethics.41 His own position is a combina- 
tion of Grotius and Hobbes, resulting in a doctrine that 
uses the language of natural law to promote a voluntaristic 
and positivistic theory. As we shall see, Christian Tho- 
tmasius, his most noted follower in Germany, became criti- 
cal of Pufendorf as he grew more mature. Pufendorf’s Law 
of Nature was highly regarded by John Locke, however, 
and was much read at Oxford in this period? 

In France, this sort of rationalistic ethics made its ap- 
pearance in the early seventeenth century. René Descartes 
(1596-1650) is not as important in the history of ethics 
as he is in other parts of philosophy. However, he has 
said a few things that have influenced other ethicians. 
These are to be found chiefly in his Discourse on Method 
(1637), Principles of Philosophy (1644), Passions of the 
Soul (written about 1649), and in a few Letters to the 
exiled Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia. It is, of course, help- 
ful to read his Rules for the Direction of the Mind (1628) 
and Meditations (1641) in order to understand his con- 
ception of the work of the philosopher. There is no trea- 
tise by Descartes that is devoted mainly to moral phi- 
losophy. 

Dissatisfaction with the kind of philosophy that he had 
been taught at the Jesuit Collége Henri IV (it was a modi: 
fied Suarezianism), plus a great admiration for the method 


and certitude of mathematics, led Descartes to attempt 


to begin philosophy all over again. He decided to doubt 
almost all the things that he had accepted as a youth, so 
that he might eventually see clearly what views would pass 
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the test of rational examination. His criterion of truth 
was the clarity and distinctness of his ideas. He found 
that he could not doubt that he existed himself as a think- 
ing thing (res cogifens) and he reasoned from his mental 
experience to the fact of the existence of God, and by 
considering that a good God would not permit him to be 
so continually persuaded of the reality of bodies he even- 
tually concluded to the existence of the extramental world. 
He thought that his philosophy would logically culminate 
in a new moral philosophy but he never succeeded in 
reaching this goal. 

The Preface to the Principles of Philosophy speaks of 
four degrees of pre-philosophical “wisdom” and suggests 
that there is the possibility of a fifth wisdom (philosophi- 
cal) which would be a definitive moral philosophy grow- 
ing out of the use of Descartes’s method.1® Descartes com- 
pares philosophy to a tree whose highest branches would 
be medicine, mechanics, and ethics. He had not reached 
these branches by 1644, and he never did. However, he 
says that this exalted ethics would be based on the prin- 
ciples presented in the Principia Philosophiae, because 
they are very clear and all other truths can be deduced 
from them.14 He leaves no doubt, then, that his ethics 
would be the product of deduction. The character of his 
principles has been suggested in the preceding paragraph. 

In the same Preface, we are reminded that there is “an 
imperfect ethic” sketched in the Discourse on Method, 
written some seven years earlier. This is the famous pro- 
visional code of morality found in Part III of the Dis- 
course. ‘There, after throwing many of his convictions into 
the hopper of methodic doubt, Descartes listed the prac- 
tical maxims for living in this period of trial. They were: 
(1) to obey the laws of his country and to adhere to his 
Catholic faith; (2) to act firmly and decisively once a 
course of action has been adopted; and (3) to conquer 
self rather than externals or fortune, Concluding this 
“code of morals” was the resolution to study different ways 
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of living, using the light of reason to distinguish truth 
from error, keeping in mind “that all that is necessary to 
right action is right judgment.”!6 The impression that one 
gets is that the higher ethics which would be “perfect” 
in relation to the provisional morality is a demonstrative 
science in the practical order. 

Descartes’s Passions of the Soul was written in the late 
1640s, in part as a response to questions about ethical 
matters asked in a series of letters exchanged with the 
exiled Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia. He submitted a ver- 
sion of the treatise to her before it was published. The 
work describes psychic “passions” as perceptions, feelings, 
or emotions in the soul caused by movement of the 
“spitits."46 These animal spirits are something like physi- 
ological vapors coursing through the body and making con- 
tact with, and moving, the soul through the pineal gland. 
The appearance of a ferocious animal excites various 
changes in the bodily senses, stimulates the imagination 
to think of similar previous experiences that have been 
painful to the body, results in. movements of the animal 
spirits and eventually terminates in certain disturbances 
in the soul. These emotions are classified by Descartes 
into major types of feelings. Such passions are all basically 
good by nature but they have a tendency to go to excess 
and to disturb the higher functions of willing and reason- 
ing. So, they require to be controlled by the will.17 This 
is effected by rational effort and also by cultivating certain 
helpful passions, of which the main example is generosity. 
It helps a person to feel his true relationship to things 
based on a wise estimate of himself. This reduces to the 
realization that one’s will is the main thing that one can 
control. The ethical problem remains one of knowledge, 
however, for good desire results from true knowledge and 
bad desire springs from error.t® This is not as intellec- 
tualistic as it first appears, since Descartes always thought 
that error is caused by a defective act of assent in the will. 

In one letter to Princess Elizabeth, Descartes starts from 
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Seneca’s De vita beata to describe the happiness that is 
attainable on earth.!9 It is constituted of virtue and wis- 
dom (which we can control) and of honors, wealth, and 
good health (not entirely under our control). To this 
modified Stoicism are now added three basic maxims of 
moral living which are very similar to the rules in the 
provisional code of morality. Another letter to the Prin- 
cess2° gives two requirements for sound moral judgment: 
to know the truth, and to form the habit of assenting to 
this knowledge. Included in the knowledge of the truth 
ate four objects of practical cognition: (1) God, (2) the 
nature of the human soul, (3) the vastness of the uni- 
verse, and (4) the larger societal group of which man is 
part. 

The strong intellectualist bent of Descartes’s incom- 
plete ethical view is obvious. This is somewhat balanced 
by the important role assigned to will in the governance 
of the passions. Like Socrates, Descartes felt that if you 
see the truth clearly you will do good actions. 

A long line of thinkers in Europe attempted to follow 
in Descartes’s footsteps and work out the higher wisdom 
of his ethics. One of these was a Belgian, Arnold Geulincx 
(1625-1669), who started as a Catholic professor of phi- 
losophy at Louvain but eventually became a Protestant 
and taught moral philosophy at Lyons and Leiden. He is 
chiefly known in histories of philosophy for his occasional- 
istic interpretation of Cartesian dualism. An example of 
the concomitance of human will and bodily motions as 
illustrated by two synchronized clocks was used by Geu- 
lincx long before Leibniz picked it wp.21 Actually, Geu- 
lincx wrote more in the field of ethics than in theory of 
knowledge or metaphysics. He produced an Ethies, in six 
treatises (1665-1709), which has only survived in part. 
He also wrote Disputations on the Highest Good and a 
series of Ethical Disputations (1664-1668). 

His approach to ethics stresses the need for a meta- 
physical foundation for practical wisdom. In a set of 
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Notes, he lays down the rule that “moral and ethical mat- 
ters are based on natural and physical things.”?? Influ- 
enced by Jansenism, Geulincx contrasts the radical im- 
perfection of the brutum (which seems to mean the 
material universe) and the weakness and servitude of the 
natural man with the glorious power and liberty of man 
under- the influence of God’s grace, Like Descartes, he 
needed God in his philosophy and was fascinated by the 
concept of the omnipotence of God. Interestingly, he re- 
pudiated the “moral medicine” of the Passions of the Soul 
and would not accept it as part of the Cartesian ethics. 
Geulincx’s Ethica is really a theory of virtue. Its six parts 
treat: I, Virtue in General; II. the Particular Virtues; HI. 
The End of Virtue: the Good; IV. Passions; V. Reward for 
Virtue; VI. Prudence (unfinished), This position is re- 
stated in the Ethical Disputations: 


Ethics is concerned with virtue. Virtue is the 
unique love of right reason. In this I do not under- 
stand by “love” just any sort of passion, or a weak 
and mild affection . . . but a firm resolve (firmum 
propositum), an efficacious act of willing.?® 


As he works out the details of this ethics of virtue, it be- 
comes evident that Geulincx stresses the voluntarism that 
is implicit in Cartesianism, falling back on God’s will as 
the explanation of moral right and wrong.*4 

In 1692 some anonymous compiler put together a 
French summary of Cartesian Ethics. This was put into 
Latin, as the Ethica Cartesiana, and published in Ger- 
many in 1719. Its subtitle tells its story: “The art of living 
well and happily developed according to the clearest rea- 
sons and the ideas of a sound mind and the most solid 
principles of René Descartes.”25 

The Cartesian influence is also obvious in the thought 
of Benedict de Spinoza (1632-1677). He published a 
résumé of the first two parts of Descartes’s Principles of 
Philosophy (in 1663) but he was much more than a Car- 


229 


EARLY MODERN ETHICS: 1450-1750 


tesian. In spite of a certain vague and unfinished quality 
in his moral philosophy, Spinoza stands out as a key figure 
in modern ethics. There are many excellent studies of his 
treatise, named Ethics, but it is hard to find a coherent 
account of his moral philosophy, because most interpret- 
ers stress his metaphysics. 

In 1658-1660 Spinoza wrote a Tractatus brevis de Deo 
et homine ejusque felicitate; this has been lost but two 
Dutch ‘versions of it were discovered in the middle of the 
nineteenth century and have been printed. This Short 
Treatise is an advance sketch of the Ethics. He insists in 
it that there can be but one substance and that it will 
have various attributes and accidents.26 Even at this early 
date, he is vague in discussing personal immortality but 
quite certain about the “eternity of mind.”?* 

Spinoza’s great work, of course, is the Ethics Demon- 
strated Geometrically. The first draft dates from 1665; 
he revised it several times; it was published posthumously 
in 1677. As a Jew residing in Amsterdam, with unorthodox 
religious views, Spinoza was regarded with distrust by most 
people and he hesitated to publish his writings, even in 
that bastion of freedom which was seventeenth-century 
Holland. Two later treatises (Tractatus Theologico-Politi- 
cus, 1670, and Tractatus Politicus, about 1675) throw 
some light on the relation between Spinoza’s moral and 
religious thought. 

The Ethics, as we now have it, is in five books: 1. On 
God; II. Nature and Origin of Mind; II. Origin and Na- 
tuxe of the Emotions; IV. Strength of the Emotions; and 
V. Power of Understanding, or On Freedom. Each part 
begins with a set of definitions or with certain axioms 
and the argument progresses through numbered proposi- 
tions, with corollaries and explanatory notes. Spinoza was 
quite serious about using the style of geometric demonstra- 
tion. Much of the work is taken to present his monistic 
metaphysics but this is necessary to the exposition of his 
moral philosophy. 
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Substance exists in itself and is conceived through it- 
self; it is consequently one, infinite, and identical with 
God.** Of substance there are infinite attributes (ways in 
which intellect may conceive the essence of substance) of 
which but two are known to us: thought and extension. 
The influence of Descartes’s dualism of mind and matter 
is at work here. Nothing that exists or occurs in the uni- 
verse is contingent; nor is there free will in the domain of 
mind.?? Men are mistaken in attributing final causality 
to the universe; there is no final end for all things. The 
only kind of teleology that is admissible is the conscious 
direction of human effort toward proximate goals. Modes 
arte modifications of substance. They may be either infinite 
or finite, Like “accident” in Scholastic terminology, a Spin- 
ozistic mode exists in another and is conceived through 
another. 

Body is God (or substance) existing determinately as an 
extended thing. Idea is the conception that is actively 
formed by mind. Will (voluntas) and understanding (in- 
tellectus\ are identical and they are simply individual vo- 
litions and ideas. Hach human mind is a limited aspect of 
the divine intellect—and is the idea of some thought-object 
(ideatum) that is actually existing.3¢ The idea which is 
the human mind has as its object a certain mode of ex- 
tension, which is the body. Man, for Spinoza, is consti- 
tuted of a number of modes, some in the attribute of 
thought and others in the attribute of extension. Else- 
where, Spinoza calls man an “atom” in the eternal order of 
universal nature.8! In another place, we are asked to 
imagine a worm existing in the blood stream and viewing 
the various particles about it as if they were individuals, 
and to compare this worm with a man living in the uni- 
verse and thinking that he is surrounded by many individ- 
ual things.°* Each one of us is but a speck in the vast 
infinity of substance. 

The second book of the Ethics also introduces us to 
Spinoza’s three levels of knowledge (Proposition XL). The 
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lowest kind is called opinion or imaginative perception: 
it is the ordinary (one might even say “common sense”) 
way of looking at man and nature. The second level of 
perception of knowing is that in which “we have notions 
common to all men, and adequate ideas of the properties 
of things.” Spinoza calls this “reason” and sees it as opera- 
tive in science. The highest kind of knowledge is “intui- 
tive”; it “proceeds from an adequate idea of the absolute 
essence of certain attributes of God to the adequate 
knowledge of the essences of things.”34 What is important 
here is that Spinoza thinks that a true moral philosophy 
must be worked out on the third level, ie. ethics must 
view human actions in terms of principles originating in 
mind and having a reference to the divine attributes. At 
the end of Book. If of the Ethics there is a note that criti- 
cizes Descartes’s Passions de l’dme as an inadequate theory 
of human feelings. The physiology of the pineal gland 
does not appeal to Spinoza. 

At the start of the next book (JIL, prologue), Spinoza 
says: “I shall consider human actions and appetites just 
as if I were considering lines, planes, or bodies.” His ap- 
proach to the emotions is reminiscent of the naturalism 
of Hobbes but it is also very rationalistic. Spinoza defines 
“affects” as “modifications of body by which the power of 
acting of the body itself is increased, diminished, helped, 
or hindered, together with the ideas of these modifica- 
tions.”8¢ Such affects involve both the attribute of exten- 
sion and that of thought. Man is the inadequate cause of 
some of his affects, these are passions; he is the adequate 
cause of other affects, and they are actions. This is im- 
portant to grasp, because his whole program in the re- 
mainder of his ethics consists in showing how man may, 
and should, convert his passions into actions. This is a 
gradual process of gaining self-control, or better mental 
initiative. 

There is in each man what Spinoza calls the conatus: 
that basic and ongoing effort whereby everything tries to 
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persist in its own being.?® As “will” the conatus is mental; 
as “appetite” it belongs to both body and mind. The 
longer Cartesian list of passions of the soul, or emotions, 
are reduced by Spinoza to three primitive expressions of 
human feeling: desixe (cupiditas), joy (Iaetitia), and sox- 
row (tristitia), The last two carry some connotation of 
bodily pleasure and pain, as well as the mental feelings 
corresponding thereto. Now, Spinoza does not think that 
the Stoics and Descartes were correct in simply saying that 
these feelings need to be curbed by reason or will, in the 
ethically developed person. At the beginning of the fourth 
part of the Ethics, the notion of “human bondage” to the 
emotions is introduced. Man must learn to be alert to the 
tendency of his passive feelings to take over his Hfe; he 
must try to transmute his passive affects into dynamic ac- 
tions. (One may see some similarity here between Spino- 
zism and existentialism.) 

Good and evil name nothing positive in things; they 
are simply comparative notions that we form. Good sug- 
gests an approach toward some idea of perfection, as de- 
scribed in these words: 


By “good,” therefore, I understand in the following 
pages everything which we are certain is a means by 
which we may approach nearer and nearer to the 
model of human nature we set before us. By “evil,” 
on the contrary, I understand everything which we are 
certain hinders us from reaching that model.®¢ 


The aim of Spinoza’s ethics is to enable us to move to- 
ward a more intuitive, and philosophical, understanding 
of this process of self-perfection in man. This process is 
further described in a series of points (there are thixty- 
three) which constitute the Appendix to Book IV. In the 
main, they restate in orderly fashion most of the steps that 
we have followed above. 

The last book of the Ethics shows how a man may de- 
velop himself by striving to detach disturbing affects from 
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the thought of an external cause in order to connect it 
with inner thoughts. Further, man must come to realize 
that an affect loses its passivity as soon as he can form a 
clear and distinct idea of it; and this can be done for all 
affects that appear to arise from some modification of the 
body.4?7 The import of this is that one becomes more per- 
fect as a man in this effort to advance toward a personally 
developed understanding of initial mental disturbances. 
(“Peace of mind” books in present-day applied psychology 
owe something to Spinoza.) Moreover, the mind may 
come to know that all things are necessary, and so con- 
nected with God, and so they should be consciously re- 
lated to the idea of God. To know God is to love Him, 
and this is what man should do above all.38 All of this is 
summed up in Proposition XXV, where he says that the 
highest mental endeavor and virtue is to understand things 
through the third level of knowledge. And his proof is as 
follows: 


The third kind of knowledge proceeds from an ade- 
quate idea of certain attributes of God to an adequate 
knowledge of the essences of things. . . in proportion 
as we understand things more in this way, we better 
understand God; therefore the highest virtue of the 
rnind, that is, the power, or nature, or highest en- 
deavor of the mind, is to understand things by the 
third kind of knowledge.®* 


Some years later, in the Theological-Political Trea- 
tise,4° Spinoza set forth his views concerning man’s duties 
to recognize and to obey God. These are not remarkable 
in their content but they are grounded entirely on natural 
reasoning and they have thus had a considerable influence 
on the later Deists. Spinoza’s debt to Hobbes becomes 
more obvious in this treatise. There is no such thing as 
“natural” law or justice, since all events and tendencies 
in nature are equally natural. Before civil laws there is no 
difference between pious and impious: “wrong is conceiva- 
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ble only in an organized community.”*! The same ration- 
alized naturalism is discernible in the Political Treatise. 
Natural right means the very laws or rules of nature. 
“Man, whether guided by reason or mere desire, does noth- 
ing save in accord with the laws and rules of nature.” And 
later Spinoza adds: “I am altogether for calling a man so 
far free, as he is led by reason.”42 In the state of nature, 
wrongdoing is impossible, everything that you do is natu- 
ral. In organized society, state law determines what is right 
and wrong. Frequently now, Spinoza mentions “utility” 
but this simply refers to the general human welfare and 
does not have the hedonistic connotation that is sometimes 
given the term in British writing. 

It is impossible to fit Spinoza’s ethics into the ordinary 
classifications of ethical theory. He is a naturalist only in 
the broadest sense: he did not think that the data or 
methods of the empirical sciences (his second-level knowl- 
edge) are directly applicable in moral philosophy. Yet he 
committed the “naturalistic fallacy’ with complete aban- 
don, by defining good in terms of several other features in 
his metaphysics, and so his ethics might be called a ta- 
tionalistic naturalism.4® 

Descartes was a Catholic, Spinoza was originally of the 
Jewish faith, and our next rationalistic philosopher was an 
outstanding Protestant: Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz 
(1646-1716). A byrilliant and learned scholar, Leibniz 
wrote in Latin, French, and even in his native German. 
He did not produce a treatise on ethics, as such. Most of 
his views on the subject are found in his works on juris- 
prudence and on miscellaneous subjects.*4 In the case of 
Leibniz, it is not essential to have a thorough knowledge 
of his theoretical philosophy in order to understand his 
ethical views. We might simply note that he was con- 
vinced that there is a reasonable explanation for every- 
thing that exists and happens, although he did not claim 
to know all these reasons. All reality is constituted of 
“monads,” which are simple substances, indivisible and 
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nonextended. These monads are like atomic foxce-centers 
which give rise to two kinds of activities: perceptions. and 
desires. There is a very large number of created monads 
constituting the physical and mental universe. Monads do 
not interact (they have no windows) but each monad mir 
rors all the external universe in its internal perceptions. 
Monads with only petites (unconscious) perceptions clus- 
ter to form bodies. Monads with grandes (conscious) per- 
ceptions are souls which function as the entelechies (di- 
rective principles) of living bodies, including humans. 
God is the supreme Monad and does not have a body. 
Human soul monads have intelligence and free choice. The 
soul monads are destined for personal immortality. 

In 1693 Leibniz prepared and published an edition of 
documents dealing with the law of peoples (Codex Juris 
Gentium Diplomaticus) with a special Preface. Here, right 
(jus) is defined as “a kind of moral power, and obligation 
is a moral necessity.” Moral means “something equivalent 
to natural for a good man.” And a good man is “one who 
loves all men, so far as reason permits.”46 In the same 
place, wisdom is described as “nothing but the science of 
happiness itself.” In a later commentary on this Code of 
the Law of Peoples (Mantissa codicis juris gentium, 1700) 
Leibniz singled out and stressed a definition of justice 
which he had given in the Preface. “Justice,” he said, “is 
nothing but the charity of the wise man.’4? This leads to 
an explanation of the importance of the love of God but 
it does not mean that Leibniz is a voluntarist: the ulti- 
mate basis of ethical distinctions is not the will of God but 
divine wisdom or reason, He mentions an objection to his 
view: “It is more perfect so to submit to God that you are 
moved by his will alone and not by your own delight.” To 
this anticipation of Kant’s good-will theory, Leibniz te- 
plies that this objection “conflicts with the nature of 
things, for the impulse to action arises from a striving 
toward perfection, the sense of which is pleasure, and 
there is no action or will on any other basis.” He adds 
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that “even our evil purposes are moved by a certain per 
ceived appearance of good or perfection.”48 

It is clear that Leibniz’s ethics equates the good with an 
advance toward perfection. In a paper On Wisdom, writ- 
ten in German during the decade 1690-1700, he ex- 
plained: “I call any elevation of being a perfection,” and 
he adds that “perfection shows itself in great freedom and 
power of action.”#® As in Spinoza, the approach to per- 
sonal perfection is a progress in understanding. Leibniz 
may be even mote of an intellectualist than Spinoza, how- 
ever. As he puts it in the same place, “Nothing serves our 
happiness better than the illumination of our understand- 
ing, and the exercise of our will to act always according 
to our understanding.” 

The view that moral obligation rests on the requite- 
ments of natural law as known through human reason, is 
strongly supported by Leibniz, About the year 1702 he 
wrote a French essay, Reflections on the Common Con- 
cept of Justice. It is very critical of the notion that law is 
simply a volitional command. Quoting the Latin dictum 
“Stat pro tatione voluntas” (Let my will stand for a rea- 
son), he insists that this is the motto of a tyrant: 


All our theologians, therefore, and most of those of 
the Roman Church, as well as the ancient Church 
Fathers and the wisest and most esteemed philoso- 
phers have favored the second view, which holds that 
goodness and justice have grounds independent of will 
and of force,®9 


As Leibniz sees it, Hobbes wrongly adopted the position 
of Thrasymachus that might is right, for he “fails to dis- 
tinguish between right and fact. For what can be is one 
thing; what ought to be is another.” The “formal reason” 
of justice, or what is right, must be common to God and 
man. To show this Leibniz uses the example of arithmeti- 
cal numbers and relations: they must be the same in 
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meaning for all intellects, even God’s. So also, “the term 
or word justice will have some definition or intelligible 
meaning. And, by using the incontestable rules of logic, 
one can draw definite consequences from every defini- 
tion.”5! Precisely as one can develop logic, metaphysics, 
and arithmetic by deductive demonstration from initial 
definitions, so can one produce the science de droit by 
reasoning. 

This same point of view is evident in the Nouveaux 
essdis sur Pentendement humain (written in 1704, not 
published until 1765). There, after reviewing Locke’s the- 
ory that moral rules are established by human custom and 
convention, he mentions the suggestion that morality de- 
pends on the will of the divine lawgiver. Leibniz’s spokes- 
man in this dialogue (Theophilus) disagrees with this: “T 
prefer for myself to take as the measure of moral good 
and of virtue the invariable rule of reason which God is 
charged with maintaining.”®? Throughout this important 
twenty-eighth chapter Leibniz offers a theory of morality 
that reasons from an initial definition of goodness and the 
view that right action must conform to nature, to general 
rules of moral conduct.5* This point of view is in complete 
accord with the Reflections on Justice, which we have been 
considering: in this work of the same period we read, “We 
may ask what is the true good. I reply that it is merely 
whatever serves the perfection of intelligent substances.”54 

About the year 1675, Leibniz visited Spinoza in Amster- 
dam and was shown a manuscript draft of the Ethics from 
which he made some notes, It is difficult to determine the 
extent of the impression which Spinozism made upon him. 
Leibniz is very much like Spinoza in his esteem for the 
“serenity of the spirit, finding pleasure in virtue.’5> Such 
high-minded Stoicism was very much in the air at this 
time. In a summary appended by Leibniz to his Essais de 
Théodicée (1710) he began an explanation of moral ob- 
ligation by quoting Seneca, “semel jussit, semper paret,” 
which Leibniz took to mean that God commanded but 
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once and.then He obeys His own Jaws always. God’s law 
imposes a type of necessity that is not physical but ana- 
logical. 


This necessity is called moral, because, to the sage, 
necessity and what ought to be are equivalent things; 
and when it always has its effect, as it really has in 
the perfect sage, that is, in God, it may be said that 
it is a happy necessity. The nearer creatures approach 
to it, the nearer they approach to perfect happiness.®¢ 


Jt is in this passage that Leibniz enunciates his “principle 
of the best”—that God, or a perfect will, always chooses 
what is best. This is the source of his tremendous moral 
optimism and his confidence that God has made the best 
possible world. 

The theme of the “love of God” nins through all of 
Leibniz’s practical thinking. At the end of Principes de la 
nature et de la Grdce (1714) there is a beautiful and oft- 
quoted passage in which he speaks of this highest love 
which “makes us enjoy a foretaste of future felicity.” Such 
love is disinterested, yet it gives us complete confidence 
in God as the guarantor of all our hopes and the assurer 
of happiness in a future life for those who live well.57 
He sees all men united under God as ruler of the “City 
of God” which is “a moral world within the natural 
world.”58 Supreme goodness is especially manifested in 
this most perfect state. In keeping with these views, Leib- 
niz was a most tolerant man religiously and worked as- 
siduously for the retmion of Christendom. 

While Leibniz wrote no treatise on ethics, a Leibnizian 
manual of moral philosophy was produced by one of his 
followers, Christian von Wolff (1679-1754). He was the 
original “Herr Professor” of German philosophy and, in- 
deed, has been called the schoolmaster of Europe. Wolff 
wrote very systematic, and very rationalistic, textbooks for 
all the traditional divisions of philosophy. In fact, though 
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Aristotle had done a rather exact job of naming the parts 
of philosophy, Wolff added more divisions and names and 
we are still using them.5® In 1738-1739 he published his 
two-volume textbook Universal Practical Philosophy, in an 
academic Latin that has been blamed on the Scholastics. 
A good deal is told about Wolff’s character by the dedica- 
tions: the first volume is addressed to Cardinal Melchior 
de Polignac, the second to Frederick Wilhelm, king of 
Prussia! This “practical philosophy” is intended to provide 
the principles for ethical, domestic, and political philoso- 
phy. These principles are the precepts of natural law (lex 
naturalis) which “makes known the sufficient reason (ra- 
tionem sufficientem) within the essence and nature of 
man and of things.’®° His expansion of this teaching is 
based on Grotius and Leibniz, Everything is simple for 
Wolff; he solves the problem of a ground for moral obli- 
gation in a few words. “Granted, then, the essence and na- 
ture of man and things, obligation is granted, and it comes 
from the law of nature.”®! At times, Wolff’s simplistic 
rationalism is but a caricature of Leibniz. 

The great textbook is, of course, Wolf’s Moral Philoso- 
phy, or Ethics Treated by the Scientific Method (1750- 
1753). Its five volumes are also well dedicated; one is to 
Charles, the Duke of Brunswick, another is to Andrzej 
Zaluski, Bishop of Cracow! Their subjects are: I. On the 
Intellect and Its Faculties and on the Intellectual Virtues; 
Il. On Willing and Not-Willing (De voluntate et nolun- 
tate); ITI, On the Virtues and Moral Duties in regard to 
God; [V. On the Virtues and Moral Duties in regard to 
Ourselves; V. On the Virtues and Moral Duties in regard 
to Other People. This takes care of almost everything. The 
opening sentence of Volume I, page 1, reads: “Moral phi- 
losophy or ethics is a practical science, teaching the way in 
which man may perform his free actions in accord with the 
law of nature.” All the rest of his ethics follows from this 
with Leibnizian xigor. 
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Christian Wolff’s textbooks have had a tremendous in- 
fluence. Their teaching is in the background of Kant and 
much of German idealistic ethics. In another tradition, 
Wolffian teaching has been accommodated to Catholic 
Scholastic ethics and was thought, until recently, to be the 
authentic doctrine of Thomas Aquinas. Not a few text- 
books in “Christian Ethics,” written for use in modern 
Protestant schools, owe a great debt to Wolff. 

Another version of natural law ethics was developed by 
the German -Protestant philosopher of Jaw, Christian 
Thomasius (1655-1728). As a young writer he followed 
the views of Pufendorf and produced a number of books 
on jurisprudence and on the life of virtue, written in Latin 
or German. Thomasius helped to adapt the German ver- 
nacular to the use of practical philosophers. His emphasis 
was on the general utilitarian aspects of Pufendort’s the- 
ory of morality. 

At the beginning of the eighteenth century in France, 
the leading practical philosopher was Charles Louis de 
Secondat, baron de Montesquieu (1689-1755). His Spirit 
of the Laws (1748) carried on the tradition of Cartesian 
rationalism but with good sense and moderation. Laws, 
according to Montesquieu, “are the necessary relations 
arising from the nature of things.”®? All Jaw is an expres- 
sion of an original reason in God that establishes relations 
between it and other beings and among all other beings. 
In itself, this rational order is natural law. Human Jaws 
are “positive” in the sense that they are established on 
particular occasions by men or socicties in order to regulate 
human intercourse and to curb excessive force. The rela- 
tions among all things under God all together constitute 
the “Spirit of Law.” The main thing that Montesquieu 
brings to ethics in France is a growing awareness of the 
possibility of an empirical study of right and justice as 
realized in human customs and society. 

Another French writer of this period was Jean Jacques 
Rousseau (1712-1778), who was born in Switzerland but 
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lived in Paris for many years. His Discourse on the Arts 
and Sciences (1749-1750) introduces one of the basic 
themes in his practical philosophy: that man existed origi- 
nally in an innocent state of nature, unregulated by laws 
but naturally good and unspoiled by “civilization.” Right 
at the beginning of Part II of this Discourse, Rousseau 
shows that he even regarded the usual learned disciplines, 
including ethics, with suspicion: “Astronomy was born of 
superstition, eloquence of ambition, hatred, falsehood, and 
flattery; geometry of avarice; physics of an idle curiosity; 
and even moral philosophy of human pride.”6 In an- 
other work, the Discourse on the Inequality of Men 
(1754-1755), Rousseau further treats man in the state of 
nature and his passage into the artificial conditions of so- 
cietal life. Unlike Hobbes, Rousseau does not see the 
“natural” man‘ as warlike and quarrelsome. His happy sav- 
age only gets into difficulties with his fellows when he 
thinks of claiming exclusive title to a piece of land: from 
this point onward, laws must be devised and they are arti- 
ficial and not natural. In a sense the possibility of evil, in 
the way of illegal activity, is attendant upon man’s fabrica- 
tion of positive laws. Rousseau also wrote novels that 
helped to popularize the importance of “naturalness” in 
moral and social living, and in education. 

The famous Social Contract (1762) is Rousseau’s most 
serious effort to explain how human society and its Jaws 
come into being. In it he describes two principles in man’s 
nature that are prior to reason and that incline him to- 
ward his personal good and toward the good of others, 
These a priori factors were taken over later by Kant. Here 
is what Rousseau says of them: 


Meditating on the first and simplest operations of 
the human soul, I think that I perceive two principles 
prior to reason, one of which makes us intensely 
concerned about our well-being and personal self- 
preservation, and the other inspires us with a natural 
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repugnance to seeing any other being that is capable 
of feeling, and especially those of our own species, die 
or suffer.64 


It is the suggestion that man has some innate endowments 
in the moral order and prior to experience that will in- 
terest Kant, but there is still another teaching in the Social 
Contract which influenced later ethicians and especially 
Kant. This is the theory of the “general will” (1a volonté 
générale). In a well-organized society, as Rousseau under- 
stands it, the judgment of the people on moral and social 
questions is the general or popular will. It is usually ex- 
pressed by the vote of the majority but it is, for Rousseau, 
no ordinary counting of opinions. There is something mys- 
tical and almost divine about the general will. It is infalli- 
bly right and pure; it requires obedience from all citizens. 
It is the social expression of what is right and moral.%6 
Rousseau did not develop this “general will” into a theory 
of ethics but it is an important antecedent to Kant’s doc- 
trine of the autonomous will.° 

Critical of Rousseau’s “moral naturalism” and of John 
Locke’s empiricism was Cardinal Sigismond Gerdil (1718- 
1802), an Italian by birth and long residence in Rome 
but French in culture. His fundamentally Augustinian phi- 
losophy is now little known (partly because he taught a 
theory condemned later by the Catholic Church, his on- 
tologism, which held that all things are known by men on 
earth through seeing them in the divine essence). His de- 
pendence on the Christian spiritualism of Malebranche 
(whom we shall treat in Chapter X11) is generally recog- 
nized, Gerdil’s main writing in ethics is the Metaphysical 
Principles of Christian Morality (published posthumously 
in 1806). In this work, Gerdil presents a “natural law” 
ethics which asserts that man knows the principles of mo- 
rality and justice by seeing them in the wisdom of God.®? 
His teaching is a simple and forthright theological appro- 
batism. In effect, he denies all difference between revealed 
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and ordinary knowledge, and between supernatural and 
natural wisdom. Despite official ecclesiastical disapproval 
of his views, Cardinal Gerdil was read by many Catholics 
who saw his brand of Christian spiritualism as a bulwark 
against the novelties of Locke and the French “phi- 
losophes.” 

Germany in the early eighteenth century witnessed the 
growth of an academic ethics that was under the influence 
of the Leibniz-Wolffian approach to the subject; that is, 
it started with a very general theory of practical reasoning, 
plus certain initial definitions, and then reasoned deduc- 
tively to various derivative ethical judgments and to an 
applied ethics that treated typical moral problems. Martin 
Knutzen (1713-1751), who was Immanuel Kant’s teacher 
at Konigsberg, belonged to this school of thought. He 
wrote a Philosophical Proof of the Truth of the Christian 
Religion (1740). More important as a writer in the field 
of ethics was a contemporary professor at Frankfurt, Alex- 
ander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714~1762), who usually ap- 
pears in histories of philosophy as the founder of German 
aesthetics. Actually, Baumgarten produced the textbooks 
in metaphysics and ethics that were used by Kant as a 
young teacher. Specifically, Kant taught his first courses 
in ethics from two Latin books by Baumgarten, Philosophi- 
cal Ethics (1740) and the Elements of First Practical 
Philosophy (1760). These texts were followed closely in 
Kant’s teaching between 1775 and 1781.8 

Wolff’s philosophy was not unopposed, of course. Pro- 
fessors like Joachim Lange (1670-1744) at Halle and 
Johann Andyeas Riidiger (1673-1731) at Leipzig criti- 
cized his rationalism and mathematicism. Particularly in 
the area of ethics, one of Wolf’s outstanding German 
critics was Christian A. Crusius (1715-1775). He is men- 
tioned by Kant as teaching that the will of God is the 
objective ground of morality and was called a “theological 
moralist.”6° In another work, Kant reports that Crusius 
rejected the Leibniz-Wolfhan principle of sufficient reason 
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but substituted his own, equally fundamental, principle: 
“That which I cannot think except as true is true.”?° This 
does not meet with Kant’s approval but, in general, Kant 
had a high regard for Crusius. 

The most important ethician in this whole rationalist 
school was Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and many ex- 
perts think that he was the greatest moral philosopher in 
modern times, In his teaching and writing at Kénigsberg, 
Kant began a revolution in ethics which is still important 
in the twentieth century. It is usual to divide his thought 
into the precritical and critical periods. His first Critique 
(of Pure Reason) was printed in its first edition in 1781. 
During the decade preceding this publication he had been 
turning away from. Wolffian philosophy toward a more 
personal way of thinking. His Inquiry into the Distinet- 
ness of the Principles of Natural Theology and of Morals 
(1764) is the main ethical work of the precritical period. 
It deais with the question of whether strict geometrical 
demonstration is possible in ethics and philosophical theol- 
ogy.71 The Lectures on Ethics were edited from students’ 
notes taken in his classes at Kénigsberg during the years 
1775 to 1781. As we have seen, they show a professor deal- 
ing wittily and often eloquently with the systematic out- 
lines of Baumgarten’s ethics. At this point, Kant is in 
transition toward his own critical ethics. The Foundations 
of the Metaphysic of Morals (1785) is one of his impor- 
tant contributions to ethics. The other is the Critique of 
Practical Reason, published in 1788 after the appearance 
of the second edition (B) of the Critique of Pure Reason. 
Much of the same subject matter is treated in the Foun- 
dations and in the Critique of Practical Reason but the 
order of the arguments is different and the style of the 
former is more popular in comparison with the rigorous 
and systematic procedure of the second Critique. In 1797 
Kant published his Metaphysics of Morals which carried 
his ethics into the philosophy of law (Part I) and the the- 
ory of special duties and virtues (Part IZ). In the Jast 
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decade or so of his life Kant produced a good many notes 
and miscellaneous essays which contain some material on 
his later ethical views.72 Among other things, the Opus 
Postumum shows that the elderly Kant is ready to grant a 
more immediate and real role to God as a moral legis- 
lator.78 

Just how much of Kant’s speculative philosophy one 
needs to know in order to understand his ethics is prob- 
lematical. Certainly one would have to study the Critique 
of Pure Reason before attempting any thorough study of 
the practical philosophy.™4 Kant distinguished three cog- 
nitive faculties in man. Sensibility is man’s receptivity to 
sensory data under the subjective forms of space and time. 
Understanding (Verstand) is the faculty of synthesizing 
sense data so that they may be thought in terms of the 
categories of human knowledge. Reason (Vernunft) is the 
faculty that transcends the conditions of experience and 
spontaneously gives rise to certain ways of relating the ob- 
jects of understanding among themselves and to some 
higher principle. It is by reason that our knowledge of ob- 
jects is ordered into systems. What reason contributes 
apart from the data of experience is a priori, from within 
the very constitution of man’s consciousness. The phe- 
nomenal objects which are constructed in the imagination 
out of the presentations of sense experience as formed by 
the categories of sensibility and understanding are not 
things-in-themselyes, These latter are by definition un- 
known, for, if they were known they would be in conscious- 
ness and not in themselves. When Kant investigates “pure” 
reason, he is endeavoring to discover what is characteristic 
of the mind and its functioning, quite apart from the em- 
pirical or received elements of thought. 

The part of the Critique of Pure Reason devoted to the 
“Transcendental Dialectic’ has a section that deals with 
the antinomy of natural causality and human freedom." 
One may argue that another sort of causality, that of free- 
dom, is necessary; and one may also argue that freedom has 
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no place in the explanation of the phenomenal world. In 
attempting to resolve this conflict of reasonings, Kant sug- 
gests, in the following passage, that morality is a domain 
to which pure reason may be extended: 


The legislation of human reason has two objects, 
nature and freedom, and therefore contains not only 
the law of nature, but also the moral Jaw, presenting 
them at first in two distinct systems, but ultimately 
in one single philosophical system. The philosophy of 
nature deals with all that is, the philosophy of morals 
with that which ought to be.7 


This provides an important transition to Kantian ethics: 
in effect, a complete theory of pure reason would have to 
extend into the sphere of practical reason. 

The Foundations of the Metaphysic of Morals is easier 
than the Critique of Practical Reason to digest; so, we 
will use its argument as the main part of our consideration 
of Kant’s ethics. What he is attempting in this work is a 
general account of what is needed to reason out a theory of 
ethics. Kant proposes to explain the formal basis of moral 
judgment. A complete ethics would include material re- 
ceived from experience (practical anthropology) intet- 
preted in the light of certain laws or principles provided 
prior to experience from the yesources of reason itself. 
More particularly, in discussing these “foundations” or 
fundamental principles, Kant is dealing with the precondi- 
tions to a general philosophy (metaphysics) of ethical 
judgment. (He wrote the “metaphysics” of ethics in the 
treatise published in 1797, Metaphysik der Sitten.) The 
first section of the Foundations shows how we move from 
common rational knowledge of morals to a philosophical 
knowledge. It is here at the start that Kant introduces one 
of his most famous ethical doctrines: the only unqualified 
good is a good will. Moreover, he insists that it is the func- 
tion of practical reason to give rise to such a volition.7* 
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This leads to the enunciation of three propositions of mo- 
rality: (1) to have moral worth an action must be done 
from duty; (2) the action does not derive its moral worth 
from its results but from the maxim which produces it; 
and (3) duty is the necessity in an action performed out 
of respect for law. Already at this point there is also the 
suggestion that the rule, or maxim, from which moral ac- 
tivity springs must be capable of becoming a universal 
law. 

Section two of the Foundations considers the process 
from popular moral philosophy to a metaphysics of morals. 
All moral concepts have their seat in reason prior to all 
data of experience. Natural (or physical) events always 
occur according to laws; only rational beings, however, act 
according to conceptions of laws. This implies a peculiar 
and distinctive ability in men. “This capacity is will. Since 
reason is required for the derivation of actions from laws, 
will is nothing else than practical reason.””* The formula 
of any command of reason is an imperative, of which there 
are two kinds: hypothetical (if you wish this, then do 
that) and categorical (commanding an action that is of 
itself objectively necessary}, Thus we are introduced to 
the name and notion of a “categorical imperative.” In the 
ensuing few pages,?® three formulations of this absolute 
kind of command are given by Kant. The first is: “Act 
only according to that maxim by which you can at the 
same time will that it should become a universal law.” A 
few paragraphs later is the second: “Act as though the 
maxim of your action were by your will to become a uni- 
versal law of nature.” The third formula is given later: 
“Act so that you treat humanity, whether in your own per- 
son or in that of another, always as an end and never as a 
means only.” What we have here is an attempt by Kant to 
show the most basic formal pattern that would regulate 
the expression of more specific ethical or moral judgments. 

The categorical imperative is “formal” in the sense of 
containing no definite subject matter but providing a prin- 
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ciple of all moral commands. (It has given rise to various 
other formulations of the principle of universalization or 
generalization, in more recent ethics.) Implied in Kant’s 
discussion of these formulas is the notion of the “au- 
tonomy of will’—suggesting that practical reason (which is 
“will” as legislative) has here something of the force of 
Rousseau’s general will.8° Furthermore, the idea of a 
“sealm of ends” is brought out here. In fact, the principle 
of autonomy is stated in such a -way as to be equivalent to 
another formula for the categorical imperative: “Never 
choose except in such a way that the maxims of the choice 
are comprehended in the same volitions as universal 
law.”81 As opposed to autonomy of will, Kant speaks of 
heteronomy of will (choosing for motives apart from the 
maxim implied in the categorical imperative} as the source 
of all spurious principles of morality. Explicitly, the con- 
cept of perfection and the notion of a most perfect divine 
will are regarded as heteronomous principles. 

The third section of the Foundations is devoted to the 
process from the metaphysics of morals to pure practical 
reason. Here, freedom becomes the most important pre- 
supposition of the autonomy of will. A rational being may 
consider himself as belonging to the world of sense and 
nature, or as part of the intelligible world under laws that 
derive from reason. It is the idea of freedom that makes 
one a member of the intelligible world. Freedom makes the 
categorical imperative possible.8? At the end of the Foun- 
dations, Kant admits that we do not fully understand the 
unconditional necessity of the categorical imperative but 
argues that we do grasp its incomprehensibility. 

In the Critique of Practical Reason, Kant covers much 
the same ground but more thoroughly and in reverse or- 
der. We saw that the Foundations begins with moral law 
and freedom and analyzes them to find their grounds. The 
second Critique is synthetic in its method, starting with 
experience and moving toward a more general organization 
of the data of morality. Perhaps the chief conclusion which 
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the practical Critique adds to the Foundations is the dem- 
onstration of the great unity between practical and theo- 
retical reason. Still another formulation of the categorical 
imperative is offered in the Critique of Practical Reason: 
“So act that the maxim of your will could always hold at 
the same time as a principle establishing universal law.”88 
This is probably the best-known statement of the categori- 
cal imperative. It is again intimately related to the au- 
tonomy of will as practical reason. 

In the Critique of Practical Reason the famous postu- 
lates of ethics are clearly presented.84 Kant had shown in 
the first Critique that it is impossible, in the context of 
his principles, to demonstrate the existence of God, the 
freedom of the human agent, and the immortality of the 
human soul. Now, in the light of the demands of practical 
reason, he argues that freedom must be granted in order 
that moral action be possible, that God is needed to guar- 
antee man’s independence from the world of sense, and 
that immortality is required to provide a duration adequate 
to the fulfillment of moral law. 

Kant’s ethics is a deontology. In the last resort the basis 
for doing good and avoiding evil is one’s personal aware- 
ness of duty. There is a much quoted passage in the 
Critique of Practical Reason where he hails duty as that 
which requires obedience without threatening, which 
moves without enticmg, and which provides a law that is 
unconditionally binding.8® Obedience to moral duty can- 
not be motivated by fear of punishment or the desire for 
happiness, although practical reason suggests that happi- 
ness will follow upon action that is motivated by good will. 
This is an idealistic and high-minded ethics. It demands a 
degree of intellectual integrity and sophistication which 
is rave even among men of learning. 

Much German ethics in the nineteenth century consists 
of controversies between the followers. and the critics of 
Immanuel Kant. Many thinkers accept part of his teaching 
but attempt to modify other elements: Typical is Salomon 
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Maimon (1753-1800), who agreed that the supreme law 
in ethics is an a priori datum of consciousness.3¢ Yet 
Maimon could not agree that the desire for happiness 
should be excluded from the motivation for good action. 
He also felt that Kant had neglected the impact of moral 
feelings on the human agent: high-minded pleasure 
seemed to Maimon to be a most valuable incentive to good 
behavior.8? We shall see in Chapter XI how Kantian eth- 
ics continued to play a central role in later German 
thinking. 
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33. See Ferguson, Moral Values in the Ancient World, pp. 99- 

100; and Copleston, History of Philosophy, 1, 1, 221-24. 


CHAPTER IV 


Patristic and Early 
Medieval Ethics 


1, For general information on the Fathers of the Church, see 
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tian Knowledge, 1936; reprinted, New York: Harper Torchbooks, 
1966), pp. 281 and 67; cf. Jean Daniélou, Origen, trans. W. 
Mitchell (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1955), pp. 73-98. 

10. On First Principles, II, 1-6; trans. Butterworth, pp. 161- 
249. 

11. Gregory of Nyssa’s De hominis opificio and De vita Moysis 
are now being critically edited under the direction of Wemer 
Jaeger et al.; see Gilson, of. cit, p. 583. 

12. The immediate source for the Pseudo-Dionysius seems to 
be Proclus’ De subsistentia mali, 

13. On the Divine Names, chap. 4, sec. 24; trans. C. EB. Rolt 
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30. Deot III, trans. in Roth, p. 107, 
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ag, 1957-58). 
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Sharif, op. cit., I, 474, citing the Cairo, 1928, edition of Tahd- 
hib, pp. 15-19. 
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NOTE 


The last full-scale history of ethics in English is almost one hun- 
dred years old, Henry Sidgwick’s Outlines of the History of Ethics 
was written before 1886. In the sixth edition (1931), Alban G. 
Widgery added a chapter on ethics in the first quarter of the 
twentieth century. Despite its obvious lacunae, Sidgwick’s work 
has remained a standard source of information in this field. It is 
very weak on the ethics of the Middle Ages and on non-British 
modern and contemporary ethics, Of course, a great deal has hap- 
pened in twentieth-century ethics since the last revision of Sidg- 
wick. The Short History of Ethics written by R. A. P. Rogers in 
1gii is briefer and less informative than Sidgwick. After most of 
the research and writing on the present book was completed, 
Alasdair MacIntyre’s A Short History of Ethics (1966) was pub- 
lished, He has chosen to concenirate on the ethical views of about 
thirty main thinkers, from the Sophists to Sartre, and to ignore 
lesser figures in the ficld. My effort has been to treat a much 
larger number of ethictans, 

Of histories of ethics in other languages, Ottmar Dittrich’s four- 
volume Geschichte der Ethik (1923-1932) is the most complete 
work. However, it includes a great deal of material that is not 
central to ethics, and it does not cover recent ethics, of course. 
The most helpful French history of the subject is found in René 
Le Senne’s Traité de morale générale (1942), but it is not (and 
was not intended to be} a complete history of ethics, Excellent 
surveys of the history of ethical thinking are now available for 
most of the distinct periods of philosophy. The only era that is 
not well covered by such special studies is the medieval; we are 
just beginning to Jearn the history of medieval philosophy. Alois 
Dempf’s work Die Ethik des Mittelalters (1927) is extremely 
brief and its coverage is inadequate. There is much more infor- 
mation on the ethics of the Middle Ages in a general work such 
as F', C. Copleston’s History of Philosophy. Most general his- 


283 


BIBLIOGRAPHY OF GENERAL WORKS 


tories of philosophy, however, give little space to ethical theory, 

The bibliographical lists offered herein are more complete than 
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ondary studies make up the bibliographies appended to each chap- 
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